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Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse 
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Abstract 

This paper deals with the mystical experiences in Virginia Woolf’s artistic creation. 

Woolf denies any form of modernism that cannot transcend reality. There are moments, 

where reality is never what it is but a vision — a perspective — whose meaning is beyond 

the graspable. Reality, thus, becomes un-reality — a halo, and the artist becomes a 

contemplator — a devotee to such visionary manifestation. Virginia Woolf does not make 

an exception to this rule. She is par excellence a mystic. The artistic design of her novels, 

mainly, To the Lighthouse, is of transcendental dimension. Both, Mrs Ramsay’s and Lily 

Briscoe’s perceptions of life are beyond the palpable: their selves merge within a process 

of sublimation comparable to that of mysticism. In other words, art (mainly fiction) 

becomes a process of change from the factual to the transmutable. 

 

Keywords: Mysticism, Transmutation, Sensibility, transcendence, art and vision . 

 

Introduction 

The act of writing is an act of metamorphosis: an act of becoming another 

person. It is an on-going manifestation of the authorial authority through written 

form. But this activity is not always linguistic. It goes beyond words. There are 

moments, where reality is never what it is but a vision — a perspective — whose 

meaning is beyond the graspable, transcending to a world of never-never time and 

never-never space. Reality, thus, becomes un-reality — a halo, and the artist 

becomes a contemplator — a mystic. He becomes a devotee to such visionary 

manifestation. Virginia Woolf does not make an exception to this rule. She is par 

excellence a mystic. The artistic design of her novels, mainly, To the Lighthouse, 

is of a transcendental dimension.  

Woolf leans more to mystical experiences in her artistic creation. She denies 

any form of modernism that cannot transcend reality and step beyond the earthly 
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world in order to express the spiritual intensity of characters. “Literary 

modernism,” Drobot maintains, “is known as a movement away from the 

conventions of the 19
th

 century realism and toward an aesthetic of self-conscious 

interiority.”
1
 This interiority is an inner-eye, which is personal, silent but very 

contemplative.  

Contemplation is a flicker of subliminal response to life, which makes the 

contemplator and the contemplated one thing — a Unity. This unity is a kind of 

transmutation, which cannot be possible without the immanent power of the 

artist’s inward vision — the inward eye. Words, which live in mind more than in 

dictionaries, are not an end in themselves, but a means of transmutation that 

enables the artist to unite the inner voices of/in the self. The body, itself, is equally 

a means, not an end: instincts and physical drives do not liberate the self; they 

chain it to the physical world and its envies, and prevent it to reach its essence and 

embrace oneness in Eternity.  

Mysticism and Perceptual Vision of Woolf’s Artistic Creation 

Mysticism is understood by Richard King as “a process of sublimation, 

which carries the correspondences of the self with the universe up to higher levels 

than those on which our normal consciousness works.”
2
 That is, man does not 

experience time as such, but as a sensation, motion, and change. “Time loses its 

meaning,” admits the philosopher Tseng Jui-hua. “The past and the present merge 

together. The recreated universe then is an insubstantial oneness, its myriads of 

atoms disseminating like nebula but all connected together to form a unified 

whole. As for the speaker’s sense of euphoria, it is in fact a mystic’s ideal of 

mind.”
3
 In the same vein, Fan Grace, in his article, “Beyond Reason: The Certitude 

of the Mystics from Al-Hallaj to David R. Hawkins,” maintains that: “Mystics 

throughout history have discussed the timeless state of ego dissolution, when all 

sees of a personal self dissolves into that which is Universal and Eternal.”
4
 The 

critic Ann Banfield notes the importance of sensation in conceiving reality and 

differentiates between what science formulates as reality — a reality of matter and 

substance — to the sensations, which remain its evidence. He writes:  

                                                 
1
 Irina-Ana Drobot, “«Moments of Beings» in Virginia Woolf and Graham Swift,” US-China 

Foreign Language 10, 8 (2012), 1454. 
2
 Richard  King, Orientalism and Religion: Postcolonialism Theory, Indian and Mystic East 

(London and New York: Routledge, 1999), 7. 
3
 Jui-Hua Tseng,“Walter Pater; the Stenphens and Virginia Woolf’s Mysticism,” Concentric: 

Literary and Cultural Studies 30, 1 (2004), 204.  
4
 Fan Grace, “Beyond Reason: The Certitude of the Mystics from Al-Hallaj to David R. 

Hawkins,” International Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences 1, 3 (2011), 147. 
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Out of sight and beyond earshot lie then, perhaps, sights and sounds unseen and 

unheard [….] Precisely, because [the] universe is a plurality of occupied and 

unoccupied perspectives, the objects which fill it are always unresolved by someone. 

Separated from their owners in time and space, lost objects do not necessarily cease 

thereby to exist.
5
  

Past experiences might themselves continue to exist somewhere inaccessible, 

but observable for us: there is no way to re-enter or re-observe them, except in 

mind. This state of mind is what the critic Evelyn Underhill calls the “apex” or 

“the spark of the soul,”
6
 which marks the last stage of contemplation. “As 

humans,” Rom Landau points out, “we can see only fragments of the whole. 

Moreover, we seldom penetrate beyond their surface.”
7
But as mystics, we can get 

unity with the object we perceive.  

This self-realization, as conceived beyond the earthly world, involves both 

the awareness of the self, as it currently exists, and its potential extension to 

selflessness. “For us the key of self-realization, to discover what the self can be is 

selflessness: we become our self only as we can get our self.”
8
 This selflessness is 

a characteristic mystic concept associated with the enlightened state. H. Fingarett 

points out:  

It [selflessness] does not mean the absence of a self in the psychoanalytic sense of that 

term, nor does it refer to the absence of the ego or of the self-representation, or to the 

loss of ability to distinguish “inner” and “outer” as in hallucination or 

estrangement…“Selflessness”, being a tern in a “subjective” language, expresses the 

lack of conscious awareness of self.
9
 

Such absence, or alienation from the real world, means that the individual is 

estranged from his real self, which “becomes a stranger, a feared and disturbed 

stranger.”
10

 Man’s self, thus, is bound up with his conscious effort directed at his 

attempt to “get away” from the “Karma” of impressions, thoughts, emotions, and 

desires. “Such a desire for pleasure,” according to the mystic philosopher Sadhu 

Santideva, “can be fulfilled only if one can find a final place in a state that is 

                                                 
5
 Ann Banfield, The Phantom Table: Woolf, Fry, Russell and the Epistemology of Modernism 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 134. 
6
 Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism (New York: Meridian, 1974), 366. 

7
 Rom Landau, The Philosophy of Ibn Arabi (1959) (London and New York: Routledge, 2008), 

32. 
8
 Warren G. Bennis and Edgar H. Schein, “Some Interpersonal Aspects of Self-Communication,” 

in Interpersonal Dynamics: Essays on Human Interaction (1964) (Homewood and Illinois: The 

Dorsey Press, 1969), 222.  
9
 H. Fingarett, “The Ego and Mystic Selflessness,” in Identity and Anxiety, ed. Stein Vidich et al. 

(Glencoe Ill: Free Press, 1960), 580-81. 
10

 W. T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy (Los Angles: Jeremy, 1960), 724. 
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entirely free from pain and opposition of every description and is one of supreme 

bliss.”
11

 This is mystically called the charm after annihilation of the body: death of 

the body, or in a Sufi term: fana (فناء ). “They (Sufi) agree that in fana 

consciousness of the phenomenal world is lost; that fana leads to gradual 

unification with God; and that it involves a giving up of all personal desires, and 

resignation to the will of God.”
12

  

In Moments of Being, Woolf describes a state of inebriation recalled from 

her past: “It is of lying and hearing this splash and seeing this light, and feeling, it 

is almost impossible that I should be there; of feeling the purest ecstasy I can 

conceive.”
13

 The core of Woolf’s mystic philosophy is clearly demonstrated in the 

following passage from Moments of Being: 

From this I might call a philosophy; at any rate it is a constant idea of mine; that 

behind the cotton wool lies a pattern; that we — I mean all human beings — are 

connected with this one; that the whole world is a work of art; that we are parts of this 

work of art. Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is the truth about this vast mass that we call 

the world. But there is no Shakespeare; certainly and emphatically there is no God; we 

are the words; we are the music; we are the things themselves. And I see this when I 

have a shock.
14

  

Given Woolf’s description of her union with the whole world in a single 

pattern, where distinctions vanish, it will be argued here that what Woolf calls “a 

philosophy” or “a constant idea of mine” is, in fact, essentially mystical. The 

oblivion of “ideas, feelings or insights may be closely tied to their 

«unspeakability»; a key doctrine of mysticism is of course that neither the Infinite 

nor our sense of inebriation in it is expressible in words.”
15

  

The root of mystical experience — loss of self, merging with a greater unity, 

apprehension of numinousness, timelessness, transcendence, and intensified 

meaning — is recognizable in many of Woolf’s novels and essays. Woolf terms 

her mystical experiences “moments of being.” Such moments constitute true 

“reality” for her, a belief which she knows to be “irrational”, but does not attempt 

to resolve it: “It is irrational, it will not stand argument — that we are sealed 

vessels afloat upon what is convenient to call reality; at some moments, without 

                                                 
11

 Sadhu Santideva, Encyclopaedia of Indian Mysticism, vol. I (New Delhi: Cosmo Publications, 

1999), 7. 
12

 Landau, The Philosophy of Ibn Arabi, 51. 
13

 Virginia Woolf, Moments of Beings: Unpublished Autobiographical Writings (1976), ed. 

Jeanne Schulkind (London and New York: The Hogarth Press and Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 

1985), 65. 
14

 Ibidem, 72. 
15

 Tseng, “Walter Pater,” 206. 
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reason, without an effort, the sealing matter cracks; in floods reality.”
16

 These 

moments are characteristics of Woolf’s writing. Drobot points out that: “The first 

characteristics of a mystical which are noticeable in Woolf are a noetic quality and 

passivity. The noetic quality allows characters to access moments of vision, during 

which they experience various revelations.”
17

  

As early as 1917, Woolf recorded having told to Clive Bell: “Every word has 

an aura. Poetry combines the different auras in a sequence.”
18

 Life is “not a series 

of gig lamps symmetrically arranged,” she wrote; “Life is a luminous halo, a semi-

transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness until its 

end.”
19

 When her intellect was scattered at social events, she felt herself 

“beginning to glitter and englobing people with a champagne mist. And then it 

fades away.”
20

 Human beings “show the light through. But what is the light?” she 

asked in her diary in March 1929.
21

  

As C. W. Leadbreaker explained in his 1927 book The Charkas 

(transcendence), each charka’s vibratory level corresponds not only to a colour but 

to a tonal sound and to a set of vowels or consonants from the ancient Sanskrit 

alphabet. This correspondence sets up the possibility of translating tonal sound and 

colour and language into each other, providing a “rational explanation for the 

occurrence of synesthetic perception.”
22

 From the Theosophists, too, such 

experiences constitute expanded ways of knowing, and take place under altered 

states of consciousness such as meditation, trance, or sleep, rather than on the 

physical plane. It is the out-of-body travel. Jui-Hua Tseng states that:  

Not only do all these sensual images interweave into larger “states of mind”, but the 

distinction between subject and object is blurred as well. Time loses its meaning. The 

past and the present merge together. The recreated universe then is an insubstantial 

oneness, its myriads of atoms disseminating like nebula but all connected together to 

form a unified whole.
23

  

                                                 
16

 Woolf, Moments of Being, 142. 
17

 Drobot, “«Moments of Beings» in Virginia Woolf,” 1470. 
18

 Virginia Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf (1915-1919), vol. I, ed. Anne Olivier Bell 

(Harmondsworth and Middlesex: Penguin, 1980), 80. 
19

 Virginia Woolf, Collected Essays (1966) vol. II, ed. Leonard Woolf (London: Chatto &Windus, 

1967), 189. 
20

 Virginia Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, vol. III, ed. Nigel Nicolson (London: The 

Hogarth Press, 1978), 48. 
21

 Ibidem, 218. 
22

 C. W. Leadbreaker, The Charkas (London: Routledge, 1927), 18. 
23

 Tseng, “Walter Pater,” 204. 
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But later in 1926, Woolf began to entertain the idea of writing a work about 

a heroine whose consciousness was somehow not bounded by time: 

Yet I am now and then haunted by some semi mystic very profound life of a woman, 

which shall all be told on one occasion; and time shall be utterly obliterated; future 

shall somehow blossom out of the past. One incident — say the fall of a flower — might 

contain it. My theory being that the event practically does not exist — and time either.
24

 

According to Hinduism/theosophy, the “aggregate of individual karma” —

those right and wrong actions carried out in an individual’s past lives — “becomes 

that of the nation to which those individuals belong, and further… the sum of 

National Karma is that of the world.”
25

 A very spiritually advanced individual may 

“redeem” the aggregative negative karma of a nation or even the world: 

It is reserved for heroic souls to find out the cause of this unequal pressure of 

retributive Karma, and by a supreme effort to readjust the balance of power, and save 

the people from a moral engulfment a thousand times more disastrous and more 

permanently evil than the like physical catastrophe, in which you seem to see the only 

possible outlet for this accumulated misery.
26

 

Whether or not, all these allusions to Indian mystical practices are deliberate 

on Woolf’s part. Her diaries and notes definitely reflect the shift in her attitude 

toward mysticism, which took place between 1927 and 1931. In a 1919 letter to 

Janet Case, she writes: “And then there’s the whole question, which interested me, 

again too much for the books sake, I daresay, of the things one doesn’t say; what 

affect does that have? And how far do our feelings take their colour from the drive 

underground.”
27

 

Part of Woolf’s own “mystical feelings” is associated with her bouts of 

mental illness: “I believe these illnesses are in my case — how shall I express it? 

— Partly mystical.”
28

 Contemporary research into manic depression claims that 

Woolf’s particular mental disability is the cause of her mystical experiences. 

Thomans Caramagno explains that the manic stage of the illness is associated with 

“torrents of ideas and words connected by complex webs of associations”, 

delusions, hallucinations, a heightened sense of the meaning of life, a sensation of 

                                                 
24

 Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, vol. III, 118. 
25

 Edwin G. Blavasky, The Key to Theosophy, 1889, Abr. Joy Mills (Wheaton, Illinois: 

Theosophical, 1972), 122. 
26

 Ibidem, 124. 
27

 Virginia Woolf, The Letters of Virginia Woolf (1912-1922), vol. II (1976) eds. Nigel Nicolson 

and Joanne Trautmann (New York and London: A Harvest/HBL Book, 196, 1978), 400. 
28

 Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, vol. III, 287. 
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being able to “read one’s environment, even auras and halos around things.”
29

 In 

the same vein, M. Barrett maintains that:  

Psychoanalytically, Woolf’s “moments of being” could be related to what Jung 

defined as the penetration of unconscious contents into the consciousness. Characters 

begin to daydream when they seem to lose contact with objective reality, and they seem 

to create their own world by means of perception. Unconscious contents play a 

significant part in shaping another dimension of reality.
30

 

Woolf’s encounter and challenge with the Bloomsbury Group and its 

aesthetics and her mystic inclinations enable her to pave the way for a sensibility 

of art, which has distinctive qualities and senses of the world. Living in an era 

where the conventionalism of artistic form is being replaced by new canons and 

values, Woolf sublimates worldly morality and beauty in a manner to that of 

Platonic metaphysical contemplation. Liberated from the external forms of words 

and language, she relies more on her “inner light” (inwardness) expressing it 

through prismatic colours, and pours forth, as a mystic does, “an abundance of 

archetypal images in plain language to a point where metaphor has transcended its 

normal function, and instead of merely indicating a point of resemblances between 

two differentiable entities, it has totally merged them.”
31

  

Woolf establishes a certain knowledge of the world. Her soul is opened up to 

the spirits and the “inner light”, but it is only through the act of writing, a form of 

contemplation proceeding through the powers of recollection and imagination deep 

in her soul, that she is able to penetrate to the core of life’s wholeness. “It is only 

by putting it into words that I make it a whole,” she said in Moments of Beings.
32

 

Writing, in other words, becomes a mystical transmutation for the writer — an 

actualisation of her sensibility.  

It was only in moments of writing — mystically speaking moments of being 

— that Woolf could liberate herself from all particular doctrines, intellectual 

limitations and psychological problems. For her, as Martin Corner points out, 

mysticism “is the renunciation of inappropriate expectations toward the nonhuman 

world; but it was also a condition of that purified perception which would reveal 

                                                 
29

 Thomas C. Caramagno, The Flight of the Mind (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1975), 40-2. 
30

 M. Barrett, Imagination in Theory — Essays on Writing and Culture (Cambridge: Polity Press, 

1999), 190. 
31

 Jane Marcus, Art and Anger (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 1988), 29.  
32

 Woolf, Moments of Being, 72. 
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the world as ordinary and yet miraculous, as nonhuman in its otherness and yet 

beyond everything worth our attention.”
33

 

Woolf combines the formal aesthetics of the Bloomsbury Group and 

mystical influences together. She maintains, thus, the equilibrium between what 

might be called intelligence and soul. Above all, she is a writer who keeps seeking 

the truth from within, and the representation of her truth comes only through art. 

Her knowledge or vision of the One (oneness) could only be reached through her 

highly poetic prose. It is precisely here that this “One”, as prismatic colours of 

light, disintegrates into a multiplicity of inner voices and sense of impressions.  

Aesthetics of Impersonality and Mystical Dimensions in “To the Lighthouse” 

For Woolf, art does transcend life. And life is significant only in its 

functioning as part of the whole: that is art. Life, therefore, is not inherently 

valuable in itself. It derives its very significance from the fact that it is a 

constituent of art, the whole. In To the Lighthouse, both art and life are fused 

together to produce wholeness. Both Lily and Mrs Ramsay attempt to use their 

respective arts to “compose from […] fragments a perfect whole or read in the 

littered pieces the clear words of the truth.”
34

 Two selves experience a 

transmutation: they merge or blend their selves with the outer world. Ali 

HadiMulla Al-Adilee states that: “Mrs Ramsay is a rational mystic who works at 

reunion opposites and bringing together illogical fragments into an active unity. A 

Similar creative power is also included by Lily Briscoe, her spiritual heir. Lily is a 

rational Mystic, in addition to being a creative artist; she shares Mrs Ramsay’s 

mystical energy toward unity.”
35

 

The ground of Woolf’s writing is the experiencing of the physical body in a 

spatiotemporal, kinetic field. The experience of “I”, as a body in space in relation 

to other bodies (objects), is fundamental to Woolf’s thinking on selfhood, self-

representation and art. “Lily’s painting,” J. Hillis Miller admits “is presented as 

rhythmical movement which seems to be sustained by an impersonal transcendent 

rhythm which is beyond her and in which she nevertheless participates.”
36

 So, 

Lily’s art of painting and performance, in harmonizing between the artistic act and 

                                                 
33

 Martin Corner, “Mysticism and Aestheticism in To the Lighthouse,” in Identity and Anxiety, 

ed.Stein Vidich, et al. (Glencoe Ill: Free Press, 1960), 243. 
34

 Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse, 1964 (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1970), 144. 
35

 Ali Hadimulla Adilee, “Contremporary Reviews of Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse,” 

International Journal of Education and Research 3, 9 (2015), 362. 
36

 J. Hillis Miller, “Mr Carmichael and Lily Briscoe: The Rhythm of Creativity in To the 

Lighthouse,” in Tropes, Parables, Performances: Essays on Twentieth-Century Literature (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 153.   
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the rhythms of the body movement, and the physical world, is a translation of the 

body onto the canvas. In its mystical sense, it is the turning for the charm and 

transcendence. What is communicated with striking clarity, through Lily’s 

performing experience, is the sense of bodily movement that constitutes the act of 

painting: the pauses, the strokes and how that bodily movement creates the rhythm 

constitute the act: 

With a curious physical sensation, as if she were urged forward and at the same time 

must hold herself back, she made her first decisive stroke. The brush descended. It 

flickered brown over the white canvas; it left a running mark. A second time she did it-a 

third time. And so pausing and flickering, she attained a dancing rhythmical movement, 

as if the pauses were one part of the rhythm and the stroke another, and all were 

related; and so, lightly and swiftly pausing, striking, she scored her canvas with brown 

running nervous lines which had no sooner settled there than they enclosed (she felt it 

looming out at her) a space…
37

 

The lasting values in life and art are not, then, in the shifting details on the 

surface of things, but, rather, in the formal and permanent pattern that both life and 

art must try to remain forever. What Mrs Ramsay attempted, during her days of 

action, is the final truth. Death does not destroy it. And Lily at last realizes that, 

what the artist sees and what he feels about what he sees becomes a work of art. 

The seer and the seen are one. That is, when the inner form has been translated to 

the canvas and when the significance of the vision is communicated, not in the 

language of surface representation, but in the language of the design, the artist 

reaches unity and order. “In the state of ecstasy,” Grace points out, “the soul 

vibrates with intense longing to unite with the One, the Beloved. The undercurrent 

of dualism (Lover and Beloved) melts in the moment of union or enlightenment, at 

which point there is no longer an individual «seeker» or «devotee». One has 

become Love itself.”
38

 This state of oneness, according to John Clumacus, is the 

soul transcendence to Divinity. He writes: “The summit of the soul’s ascent is, 

paradoxically, the «Divine abyss» where God «delights in his own Being» as the 

“soul forgets its own being” and allows the death of ego-self as the source of one’s 

existence, uniting «with His nameless; unchartered, wayless Being.»”
39

 Art is the 

apex of essence. “Art of whatever kind,” Daniel Ferrer states, “must reach a point 

where the paternal language fails — but in painting, things are more clear, more 

simple, for this silence is not covered by the rustling of words.”
40

 In other words, 
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painting has the advantage of being outside the field of language, outside the 

system of words alphabetically ordered by the patriarchal authority.  

Woolf transforms any sensory contact with the object into artistic image. 

Physical images are parts of her artistic design, through which she represents her 

mind and her reality. That is, she encloses her inner world in the visual world that 

surrounds her. Thus, anything can become a part of her consciousness as well as a 

part of her novel’s world. In her article, “«These Emotions of the Body»: 

Intercorporeal Narrative in To the Lighthouse,” Laura Doyle admits that: 

The work of art, like the land that stokes, must “take its place among the things it 

touches.” The narrator / painter must discover herself as both inhabitor (sic) of objects 

and inhabitants — beside those objects — of an intercorporeal world. Such a 

positioning gives the artist a three-dimensional open space [….] From within that 

space, the artist can carve a thing that exerts its own pressure in the hierarchy — 

inward world of intercorporeal objects.
41

 

The lighthouse is a central symbol in To the Lighthouse, and what it means 

depends on who is looking at it. Its relation to Mrs Ramsay is of crucial 

importance, for Mrs Ramsay has the power to see the transfiguration of time by 

eternity. Although she sits in her room and undergoes the mystical experience of 

becoming the thing she looks at, the lighthouse, she nevertheless recognizes that 

its meaning is paradoxical: it is “so much her, yet so little her.”
42

 It stands firm and 

unchanging amid the seas of time, yet in a sense has no reality apart from the sea. 

Its beam revolves in a pulsing rhythm akin to that of the time process, and so, as 

she watches it, she calls it “the pitiless, the remorseless.”
43

 At the same time, 

however, it gives her a sense of stability, be separated from change, and therefore 

represents a vital synthesis of time and eternity: “In the midst of chaos, there was 

shape; this external passing and flowing.... was stuck into stability.”
44

  

The relationship between Mr Ramsay’s world of rationally apprehended fact 

and Mrs Ramsay’s world of intuitively apprehended vision is figured symbolically 

by the central image of the lighthouse itself: Mr. Ramsay bears a clear figurative 

resemblance to the lighthouse tower; Mrs Ramsay sees him “as a stake driven into 

the bed of a channel upon which the gulls perch and the waves beat…marking the 

channel out there in the floods alone.”
45

 But such a stake possesses no light of its 

own; the light of the lighthouse is associated, rather, with Mrs Ramsay: “Often she 
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found herself sitting and looking… until she became the thing she looked at — 

that light.”
46

 Mrs. Ramsay prefers to get sensation through the contemplation of 

the lighthouse rather than the lighthouse itself. Remote from the lighthouse, she 

reacts with joy and fascination to the stroke of its beams of light. 

Being flexible in symbols, the lighthouse may also be considered as a 

symbol of awareness and personal awakening. “A person that projects his 

sentiments,” Pierre Daco admits, “is, thus, like a lamp which throws its light on 

someone, who believes that the other emits some luminous rays, but in reality, he 

only reflects them.”
47

 Jung considers this state as the progression of the ego 

forward into the future. It is the process of sublimation, which denotes how the 

mind can transform and integrate instinctual energy into more reasonable, nobler 

or spiritual efforts. Jung also states that the psyche has an instinct of 

transcendence, which can synthesize the personality into a balanced, integrated 

being. The individual both achieves wholeness and realizes a more complete self-

actualisation.
48

 

Mrs. Ramsay is aware that the lighthouse stands still, pitiless, remorseless, 

but gives light for those who want it: “All the being and the doing, expansive, 

glittering, vocal, evaporated; and one shrank, with a sense of solemnity, to being 

oneself, a wedge-shaped core of darkness.”
49

 The beam of light it reflects coaxes 

Mrs. Ramsay to respond to it. That is, the lighthouse is exposed to the truth of 

darkness — alone — like Mrs. Ramsay herself, who is exposed to the truth of her 

own life and equally in isolation and alone. “For the reader as for Mrs. Ramsay,” 

Joan Bennett comments, “lighthouse beam symbolizes the rhythm of joy and 

sorrow in human life and the alternating radiance and darkness of even the most 

intimate relationships.”
50

 

Mrs. Ramsay identifies herself with the lighthouse. “She is magically related 

to the world in other ways: she has the power to become the thing she sees.”
51

 The 

established magic that identifies Mrs. Ramsay with the lighthouse is well 
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expressed in Mrs. Ramsay’s admiration of the light the house reflects. She 

exclaims: 

 “Oh, how beautiful!” For the great plateful of blue water was before her; the hoary 

Lighthouse, distant, austere, in the midst; and on the right, as far as the eye could see, 

fading and falling, in soft low pleats, the green sand dunes with the wild flowing 

grasses on them, which always seemed to be running away into some moon country, 

uninhabited of men.
52

 

Looking at the lighthouse this way, Mrs Ramsay becomes a seeker, a 

devotee, who wants to be the object she looks at. Light forms the essence of the 

senses. Mrs Ramsay is in a state of transcendence and body annihilation. Rom 

Landau considers this act as an ascent means to reach Divinity. He writes: 

“Everything that enables us to apprehend life — in fact our very awareness of 

living — is this Light. Since God is the root of everything that is, He is Light par 

excellence.”
53

 W. Chittick extends further maintaining that “The objection of 

vision, which is Real, is light, while that through which the perceiver perceives 

Him is light. Hence, light becomes included within light. It is as if it returns to the 

root from which it became manifest.”
54

  

Both Mrs. Ramsay and the Lighthouse form a unity — oneness. Both have 

the power to stave off the unhappy situations and the chaos associated with Mr. 

Ramsay. In part One, when Mrs. Ramsay was alive, the light of the tower was 

dominant. But when she died, in part Two, disorder predominates: there is chaos 

and decay.  

It [The lighthouse] still caresses her, but also has power over her. [….] She feels a 

strange division between the mind as investigator and the mind as the object of 

investigation, and she is aware how her previous perfect union with her surrounding 

has changed them ; and, initially, the change is disturbing.
55

  

Mrs. Ramsay responds more acutely to the lighthouse beams. She accords 

and even shapes her innermost sense of identity through the beams of light it 

emits. Such response is a kind of transmutation, a way to become a self without 

body. Landau states that:  

In the mystics case Divine essence is revealed directly to the “heart” in an immediate 

vision. The mystic’s heart sees (or reflects) all the Divine perspectives which, 
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otherwise, are scattered in endless multiplicity throughout the universe. In fact, only the 

mystic heart can perceive Reality itself which is beyond thought.
56

 

Mrs Ramsay dies. Death is the most powerful assault. It sweeps her away, 

but it cannot destroy the lighthouse; and by the time she dies, the lighthouse has 

become the symbol of Mrs Ramsay. Mrs Ramsay equals eternity. From the 

window, she looks out on life, irradiating and transforming the human landscape. 

Her gaze reaches out to meet and mirror the lighthouse beam.  

Being a source of regeneration and power, L.A. Polesky associates the 

lighthouse to God. He writes: “Woolf suggests the connection between the self and 

God, the Lighthouse stands firm and steadfast upon its rock base in the midst of 

the ever-flowing-dark sea. The sea archetypally symbolizes the unconscious, while 

the Biblical symbol of the rock usually refers to God or spiritual power.”
57

 Such 

revitalization, that the three strokes give to the spirit, is paralleled to the within 

power that the self regenerates as a response to the beams of light of the 

lighthouse. According to Polesky, the lighthouse “represents God within the 

self.”
58

 The third stroke emitted by the lighthouse is very significant. Mrs. Ramsay 

identifies herself with it, and makes her different from her husband. If Mr. Ramsay 

regenerates, symbolically, his power from the power of the lighthouse and its 

beams of light, Mrs. Ramsay sees her “self” through it. In other words, the 

lighthouse stimulates Mrs. Ramsay. It makes her introspect. She, unlike her 

husband, has the capacity to see what lies behind the darkness. She can see the 

core of her “self” and the depth of her identity. Her identification with the third 

stroke of the lighthouse makes her illuminate the core of darkness and, 

symbolically, the self within such core: 

[T]here she looked out to meet that stroke of Lighthouse, the long steady stroke, that 

last of the three, which was her stroke, for watching them in this mood always at this 

hour one could not help attaching oneself to one thing especially of the things we saw ; 

and this thing, the long steady stroke, was her stroke. [….] It will end, it will end, she 

said. It will come, it will come, when suddenly she added, We are in the hands of the 

Lord.
59

 

Mrs. Ramsay re-enters her life with a new understanding about identity and 

mainly her “self.” “All of her concern over people marrying is actually the ego’s 

disguise for her self’s deep-seated concern: the marriage of Mrs. Ramsay to God. 
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She realizes this when she, having awakened into consciousness, returns her gaze 

to the light.”
60

 Such self that holds light — the light of the third stroke — is 

associated with the Biblical image of a bride, who filled her spirit and self with the 

light of God. “The goal of fana is the attainment of true knowledge by the passing 

away of everything phenomenal, that is, everything other than God. This, however, 

must not be interpreted as becoming God. Rather it is God’s recognizing Himself 

through, and with the medium of man.”
61

 Or in the words of Hallaj: “Oneness with 

the Beloved.”
62

 Or in Marguerite Porete formulation: “I am absorbed in Him.”
63

  

This third stroke, which has a great effect in Mrs. Ramsay’s self, could be 

associated with the Divine Light of the Holy Spirit. The absorption of this light 

revitalizes Mrs. Ramsay’s soul: “She looked upon over her knitting and met the 

third stroke and it seemed to her like her own eyes meeting her own eyes, 

searching as she alone could search into the mind and her heart, purifying out of 

existence that lie, any life.”
64

 The ceaselessness of contemplating makes the 

contemplator and the contemplated One: “A lover’s absorption in the beloved.”
65

 

It is a full realization of oneness. This state of looking is a mystical experience 

according to Hallaj. Landau expresses Hallaj’s ideas as follows:  

Everyone who perceives must have some relationship to the light, by which he is made 

able to perceive, and everything which is perceived has a relationship with God, Who is 

Light, that is, all which perceives and all which is perceived.66 

Conclusion 

Undoubtedly, Woolf writes through a sensibility, which values the watchable 

and makes it an image or symbol of something that exists only when fusion 

appears between the seer and the seen, the contemplator and the contemplated. 

This mode of experience is very similar to that of mysticism. Forgetfulness of the 

body is the only avenue for such a process of transcendence. Like the mystic, Mrs 

Ramsay and Lily Briscoe become the thing they look at: the lighthouse. Images, 

Woolf uses in To the Lighthouse, are internal responses, which reveal and reflect 

the inmost spirit of characters. Strangely, her characters project their emotions into 
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external objects and appreciate looking at these emotions in these objects. That is, 

there is a process of transmutation allowing souls to extend from the body to the 

objects they look at or they recreate.  
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Abstract 

Globalization and foreign languages learning nowadays are two inseparable 

things. Learning to communicate in a foreign language has become one of the most 

important things. Reasons of studying a foreign language have changed the perception 

and methodologies. Trends of learning a foreign language nowadays are inclining 

towards communication. In a monolingual or multicultural classroom environment, 

communication is one fundamental component. Foreign language learning and 

intercultural communication are two inseparable things.  

As teachers we know that learners use all skills to learn. Techniques and strategies 

of teaching depend on teacher and learners themselves. But do we use storytelling in 

English Foreign Language classes? Is it used for pedagogical purposes? Can we use it to 

develop oral and listening skills? Can we use it to develop intercultural communication? 

These are some of the research questions that this paper deals with. 

In this paper we will explore reasons and how to use storytelling as a means of 

enhancing intercultural communication in EFL/ESL classes. Storytelling may be a new 

concept for novice teachers and an informal technique for experienced teachers. In this 

paper we will discuss the potential of storytelling in enhancing communication in foreign 

language learning, taking in consideration the age and learner’s language level.  

 

Keywords: storytelling, intercultural communication, potential pedagogical 

technique. 
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Introduction 

National Curriculum of Foreign Languages, in Albania is based on Common 

European Framework of References for Languages. This means that foreign 

language teaching is not any more a traditional option: learning for “culture” or 

learning for “knowledge”. The concept is used in another way: learning to 

communicate. The increased opportunities for communication among Europeans 

created a demand for oral proficiency in foreign languages.
1
 Than, what options 

have we got as teachers and learners? The answer is very simple: differentiate 

methodology. From literature review, practical review there are different 

techniques that are used in English Foreign Language classes such as pair- work, 

group- work, cooperative learning, jigsaw technique, language games.  

English language learning aims to provide learner with contexts that enhance 

communicative competence. Curricula of foreign language learning stresses the 

fact that students might be exposed to meaningful situations, contexts where 

students should develop communicative competence, intercultural competence, 

socio-cultural competence, discourse competence. This means that teachers based 

on curricula, prepare language syllabus providing students opportunities to study 

and learn a foreign language. 

One of the things that teachers may choose to use is finding topics of 

students’ interest and not basing their teaching just on textbook. Exposing students 

to authentic language, developing listening and speaking help students understand, 

analyze and appreciate language. In this paper we tried to bring in focus 

Storytelling, how? and why? to use it in English Foreign Language classroom.  

Storytelling and intercultural communication 

Storytelling is not a new thing. The meaning of the word “storytelling” is 

very simple and understandable. Storytelling is used in every culture to educate 

children with different concepts about life, learning, history, culture, education, 

and so on. Native American used storytelling to educate their children. In our 

everyday life we use books, oral communication, storytelling or legends to educate 

our children. Storytelling is used not just in native language study but even in 

foreign language study. The purpose is to tell something about an idea, a concept 

and so on. As an example we can mention the cultural corner in English textbooks 

in elementary, secondary or high school. The teacher introduces the reading part to 
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students, but the teacher also uses all her / his knowledge to tell something more 

about that. 

At university level, English students study different subjects. The lecturer 

does not explain only that information given in the textbook, as an example we can 

mention the subjects of English branch Anglophone Culture (2
nd

 year bachelor) 

and Language Teaching Methods (3rd year bachelor) In each of these subjects, 

explaining a new method or an English custom or tradition, there is a history 

behind it based on the concept like: who studied it, what were the reasons and so 

on. In other words there is a narration point beside it. The teacher introduces other 

information in a form of storytelling to the students. In Anglophone Culture behind 

every tradition there is a story, a curiosity; in other words students are not provided 

just with a concept, but with different concepts. 

 Storytelling is provided in an informal way, but is present in every foreign 

language class. The teacher does not rely just on the textbook, but provides 

students with further information. The purpose of the paper is to explore how 

storytelling can affect English Foreign Language classroom learners’ 

communication. Through the use of storytelling learners are motivated, they 

develop communicative competence, critical thinking, listening skill and fluency. 

Storytelling and extensive reading can be combined together to stimulate language 

learning, creativity and imagination. According to A. Wright,
2
 learners relate 

stories to their own lives and imagination. 

In everyday life more we listen and more we read, more we learn. The point 

is to give right instructions and have correct teaching procedures to have an 

effective language classroom. Pedagogically, storytelling is a technique that has 

potential if used in the correct way to help learners develop intercultural 

competence and communication. Exploring culture helps learners extend 

vocabulary, ideas, perception and creative writing as well. In such a way learners 

are motivated and lower the emotional barriers. Teachers can use storytelling to 

teach all the skills in an interactive way.  

Methodology of using storytelling in English Foreign Language classes 

As it was explained above there are different reasons of why to use 

storytelling. In this part we are going to present some procedures of how to use it 

in English Foreign Language classes. Learning a language becomes boring if the 

topics chosen are not interesting, if the learners are not too much motivated, 
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collaborative and so on. According to Chambers
3
 storytelling is “a technique of 

teaching that has stood the test of time.” 

If students are passive, teachers should give them the possibility of being 

active, in other words, to give them opportunities for using their sociolinguistic 

competences. Storytelling may become an effective technique not only if teachers 

use it, but even in case learners use it; being children of elementary class or 

students of secondary, high school and even university level as example: literature 

class, culture class. Storytelling helps learners with pronunciation, stimulate 

thinking, creativity. Teachers may use pair-work, problem-solving activities, 

information-gap exercises to help students explore language. As the process of 

learning itself is input and output information, storytelling develops students 

listening and speaking skills, providing cultural information and language 

knowledge. 

How to choose stories? 

If teacher want to use stories in their classes they should take in 

consideration some things such as:  

 age 

 language level 

 information provided 

 language patterns 

 skills practiced 

 interactive activities provided 

 the time 

 the length 

A successful teacher has to choose stories taking in consideration the above 

mentioned criteria. While telling even pauses, intonation, speed are crucial for 

learners understanding. A combination of verbal and non-verbal communication is 

crucial too. Children can story-tell in a very special way in their mother tongue by 

using gestures. English teachers may help them perform in English in the same 

way. 

From language learning methods, English teachers especially the novice 

ones, learn a lot about how to use methods, how to combine components of them, 

to have effective language classrooms, helping learners develop communicative 
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competence. One of the competences that a foreign language teacher should 

develop is to know very well the history and the culture of that language. For this 

reason a language teacher should be a good story-teller. 

Procedure: Preparing the setting 

Foreign language learner does not have the possibility to be exposed to 

authentic language. Using storytelling by non-native language teachers or even 

native teacher require using some skills. Providing children’s with meaningful 

contexts, interactive activities is not easy. Before telling a story, an English teacher 

should follow a procedure. There are not written rules about it, but the practice and 

the experience help the teacher. 

LEARNING THE CONTENT  

Once the teacher chooses a story the teacher should learn its content. Once 

learning the content of the story, choose the strategies to retell it. Retelling does 

not mean learning by heart and memorize it word for word. We are different so the 

way we perceive things is different too. Storytelling is different too. While we read 

a book we enter inside it, we feel it, we become the character himself, we imagine 

the setting, and we live it. The same happens even with storytelling, as teachers we 

tell a story in our own voice, our intonation, our passion. The language teacher 

retells it in such a way to keep the audience in suspense, to feel the story to 

understand it in the same way, to know the chronology what comes next and what 

might be the end. 

PREPARE THE SETTING 

Teachers may choose posters, pictures, photographs, real objects to tell a 

story. They prepare the students or children for the story by defining the purpose, 

warming up the setting before performing. Some techniques of warming up may 

be: Brainstorm key words of the story, show some pictures that can lead children 

to guess what they are going to listen to, using clustering to present words, ask 

some questions to let children predict the story. 

TELL THE STORY 

After preparing the setting the teacher begin the story using verbal and 

nonverbal communication. Children’s are helped to understand the story by the 

clues given to them. 

MANAGE THE TIME OF STORYTELLING / STORY READING 

It is very important to manage the time while teaching. In 45 min. class the 

teacher has to explain, to check, and to develop activities. If the teacher uses 
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storytelling in the same way the teacher has to manage time of telling, time of 

reading, time of interactive activities. If the time is not managed very well, the aim 

is not accomplished. 

MANAGE VOCABULARY 

It is important to choose carefully the vocabulary presented in the story. The 

students can acquaint the meaning of the new words immediately or if they want 

teacher’s help. You can prepare flash cards to present new vocabulary to your 

children, you may choose even pictures or real objects to present it. It always 

depends on the story, age and language level. As a simple example we can bring 

stories presented at the textbook Welcome to English, by Elisabeth Gray and 

Virginia Evans. Stories in most of the cases from elementary level are presented 

through the use of pictures. In such a way children understand easily the meaning 

of new words. 

LET YOUR STUDENTS PERFORM 

Once the story is performed, let the children or students to choose a story to 

present it next time. This will help our language learners to develop 

communicative ability, which is even the aim of studying a foreign language. 

PREPARE INTERACTIVE ACTIVITIES 

Using problem-solving activities help learners overcome difficulties, using 

language, using knowledge, collaborate with each-other. According to Shrum & 

Ghsan
4
: students use a variety of learning styles, approaches and ways of 

interacting when learning a new language. For this reason it is very important to 

provide students with interactive activities. The teacher may already prepare 

activities to make students practice vocabulary, grammar structures, listening, 

speaking, reading and writing skills. It depends on the teacher what he/she wants 

the learners to practice. According to H. D. Brown,
5
 the extend to which 

communicative techniques is used is a factor to overall proficiency level of the 

class. Teachers should always take into consideration even the time needed for 

these activities. Carefully prepared activities and clear instructions given to 

learners will help them meet their goals. 

                                                 
4
 J. Shrum and E. Ghsan, Teacher’s Handbook Contextualized Language Instruction (Boston, 

1994). 
5
 H. D. Brown, Teaching by principles: An Interactive approach to language pedagogy (New 

York: Addison Wesley Longman, 2001). 
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Conclusion 

 Storytelling is not an unknown concept in teaching and learning a foreign 

language. Storytelling educates, motivates, develop critical thinking, creativity, 

imagination. Storytelling helps learners to reinforce skills. Teaching does not 

become boring but becomes interesting if the teacher dedicates special classes to 

storytelling. Through storytelling learners do not take just information, but develop 

competences and enrich their cultural knowledge. Creating a relaxing atmosphere 

in the classroom help students overcome emotions, help shy students, and help 

passive students and foster communication. While using storytelling teachers 

should take in consideration some important factors such as why to use 

storytelling? What are the advantages of it? What do students benefit? and the time, 

procedure and interactive activities that would involve students in appreciation of 

language and culture and practicing communication. 

Not just the teacher, but even the learner can become a story-teller. What it is 

suggested in this paper is that storytelling can be used and adopted for different 

ages and language levels. It is a potential pedagogical tool to enhance 

communication in English Foreign Language classes. 
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Abstract 

It is important for teachers who work with children and teenagers to be aware of 

the role of media and popular culture in young people’s lives. It is a challenge to have an 

open and flexible approach to film, TV and other media products. Students’ real 

experiences have to be considered as equal in importance to the experiences and ideas of 

the teacher. The teacher has to help students to place their experiences in a larger 

perspective. 

In this study, the didactic potentials and the use of film and media are studied in 

relation to the learning and teaching of English as a foreign language. Our personal 

experience shows that film is sometimes regarded as valuable teaching material and at 

other times only used for amusement or as a time-filler. The starting point for this study 

was, therefore, the curiosity to find out if our personal view is correct. The main questions 

at issue for this study are: 

What didactic potentials are there of film and media in English teaching? How do 

teachers use film and contemporary media in the classroom? How do teachers regard film 

and media as teaching resources? 

 The possibilities of using media in teaching are great. It is, for example, possible to 

watch a movie with subtitles in English or find an interesting video-clip within seconds. 

However, there is no guarantee that contemporary media is being used to its fullest 

potential. 

 

Keywords: films, contemporary media, valuable teaching material, teaching 

resources, educational development. 

 

 



Philosophy, Social and Human Disciplines 2017 vol. I 

32 

Introduction 

Today, film and media are part of student’s lives; the majority of them are 

frequent media consumers. They spend on average about six to seven hours each 

day using the Internet, watching TV, watching films, reading newspapers and 

listening to the radio. Thus it is important to analyze and see the language that 

students encounter outside of school as an asset for language teaching. 

A “film experience” is regarded as an important tool for starting a discussion 

or introducing a theme. Teachers say that film offers authentic target language 

input. It is also likely that students’ positive perception of film in teaching has 

effects on language learning since motivation and attitudes, affect language 

acquisition. Teachers generally are positive to the use of film in education and 

believe that students can learn many things from audio-visual media. But is it 

always the case? What does the reality of our school contexts show? The role of 

the teacher in using films and contemporary media in the classroom is very 

important. But teachers predominantly use text- and work-books. Experience 

shows that film is sometimes regarded as valuable teaching material and at other 

times only used for amusement or as a time-filler.  

Films in the teaching context  

In the Albanian National Curriculum of Foreign Languages, (Kurrikula 

Kombëtare e Gjuhëve Moderne për Arsimin Publik Parauniversitar) we find no 

suggested decisions on how to use films, or what kind of films to use. It is up to 

the teacher or the group of teachers to work out how it is possible to reach 

different goals by using different teaching methods and material, where film can 

be included. It is important to include media and popular culture in teaching. In 

this context, the concepts of high culture and popular culture are important to 

consider since teachers’ perceptions of these concepts can influence how they 

regard film in general and film as teaching material. There is no cultural theory 

that can provide a specific definition of what culture is. Films, books and theatre 

that are appreciated by a large number of people are often regarded as popular 

culture. However, it can sometimes be difficult to know where the limit is.
1
 

Rönnberg
2
 discusses the conflict between traditional culture and popular culture 

and points out that adults often regard commercial visual media, such as film, TV 

                                                 
1
 J. Storey, Cultural theory and popular culture: a reader (3

rd 
ed. London: Prentice Hall, 2006). 

2
 M. Rönnberg, “Nya medier” — men samma gamla barnkultur? Om det Tredje könets lek, 

lärande och motstånd via TV, video och datorspel (Filmförlaget, Uppsala, 2006), 

http://www.hig.se/download/18.2ca6b1a4132473568408000582/1353630731492/Nya+medier.pdf.  
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and media as low culture and regard books and written texts as high culture. 

According to Rönnberg, it is more important to think about the thoughts that arise 

when children and adults, for example, watch a film, than defining the product as 

“high culture” or “low culture”. 

In Albania, there is a nine-year compulsory school for children aged 6-15 

free of charge. The curriculum in use is the Curriculum for the compulsory school 

system. There is also a specific syllabus for each subject. After the compulsory 

primary and secondary school it is possible to continue to upper secondary school.  

In the current curricula, one of the goals to aim at is that students should be 

able to develop their ability to critically examine facts and relationships. In the 

syllabuses for different subjects, it is also possible to see that film has become 

more important. Literature, films and the theatre open new worlds and 

communicate experiences of excitement, humor, tragedy and joy and contribute to 

the development of an identity.  

It is, furthermore, stated in the syllabus for English that it is important to link 

the teaching of English to the informal ways students get in contact with English 

outside school, through film, TV, Internet, music and computer games. It is 

emphasized that the subject of English should provide a “background” as well as a 

“bridge perspective” on the students’ experience. Pupils encounter today many 

variants of English outside school. The subject of English provides both a 

background to and a wider bridge perspective on the cultural and social 

expressions surrounding pupils in today's international society.  

Specific features of films 

There are some specific features of film that make it a very powerful tool in 

teaching. Film theorist Kraucher
3
 stated, for example, that there are some aspects 

of reality that only the cinema is privileged to communicate. Watching a movie 

together can provide an excellent starting-point for conversation and reflection 

about important issues in life. It is often easy to see and understand human 

behavior and dilemmas in the fiction film format. Documentary film can put 

people, places and events in new perspectives. Films can bring the past to life, 

mirror the present-day and help us to identify with people in different countries, 

with different cultural backgrounds and living under different conditions. 

Experiencing a movie together provides a way to spark pupil curiosity and inspire 

continued knowledge seeking.  

                                                 
3
 S. Kraucher, Theory of film: the redemption of physical reality (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1973). 
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Furthermore, Lundahl
4
 discusses the use of media in English teaching. 

According to him, it is obvious that the teacher has to use all the possibilities that 

are offered by different media. He mentions how easy it is to find information on 

the Internet that can be used as a base for a discussion. He also mentions the 

possibilities of using e-mail and chat to communicate with native speakers of 

English or students in other European countries. He furthermore emphasizes the 

possibilities of using news, documentaries, film and music in the classroom.  

But generally teachers’ main focus is on written texts and that film 

sometimes is used as a supplement. If a filmed version of a book is used as 

teaching material, it is always the book regarded as the “right” version. Films are 

most often used as a time-filler or for entertainment. 

Negative effects of film and television 

There are many advantages for the use of film in teaching, but film and TV-

watching are sometimes regarded as something negative. TV watching has both 

positive and negative effects.
5
 So the question raised is whether it is necessary to 

encourage the “passive and destructive” behavior of TV – or film watching in 

school since it already occupies so much of young people’s lives. 

Media, always reports about the negative effects of TV-watching. As 

researchers point out, there are negative as well as positive effects of film and TV-

watching. If film is to be used in education, it is necessary to remember the 

negative effects and consider how they can be avoided. 

 The teacher has to be aware of what feelings a film can provoke and also 

consider the “laziness” that is connected with film watching. Film can be good or 

bad, it depends on what the teacher makes out of it. Teachers state that they use 

films in their teaching to some extent. They generally think that it is good to use 

film in teaching as long as it is done in a professional way and with a well defined 

goal. The more experienced teachers generally have more well thought-out ideas 

about film in teaching.  

In this context, the students of the Department of Foreign Languages, at the 

University of Vlora, under our supervision, had the possibility to interview some 

experienced English teachers during their practicum. These students complete their 

final graduation this year, and will become English teachers. These “future” 

                                                 
4
 B. Lundahl, “The effectiveness and applicability of motivational interviewing: a practice-

friendly review of four meta-analyses,” Journal of Clinical Psychology 65(11) (2009): 1232-45. 

doi: 10.1002/jclp.20638. 
5
 B. Gunter and  J. McAleer, Children and television, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1997). 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19739205
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teachers also tried to bring films and contemporary media in their presentations. 

We would like to cite some of their comments, regarding the opinions of 

experienced teachers:  

“Film can be good or bad, it depends on what the teacher makes out of it.” (Teacher 

A) 

“I think film in teaching is really great. I usually choose a film that is not only 

something to watch, but a film that has something more to it.” (Teacher B) 

“Film can be good but also difficult to use. I teach many students who are very shy or 

not so motivated, so it is difficult to get them to participate in a film discussion.” 

(Teacher C) 

“Now I use video-clips from Youtube and the BBC or shorter films or documentaries. 

We look at scenes or episodes which can be discussed from different perspectives.” 

(Teacher D) 

The main part of the answers gives the idea that film is rather well regarded 

and used in a good way. Nevertheless, some answers reveal that the general view 

of film in teaching is not always positive. 

 Some of my colleagues might say “But are you watching a film?” as if it is a bad 

thing to do. Actually the students improve their receptive skills by listening and reading 

and also their communicative skills since they have to discuss their experiences and 

impressions of something they have seen. (Teacher A) 

Reasons for using media and films in teaching 

When teachers were asked why they use film and media in their teaching, the 

responses were rather different. Some teachers pointed at the importance of 

listening to the target language while others found the audio-visual media as a 

good complement to written texts. Another motivation for the use of film was to 

find a link between school and the life of the students out of school. Motivation is 

a factor that affects language learning.
6
 

The teachers’ answers in regard to employing contemporary media in their 

classes were rather different, also. Some teachers use web media frequently while 

other teachers rarely or never use contemporary media. Teachers are not quite sure 

about what the regulations are. Some of them believed that it is good to use and 

show contemporary media, since it is available on the Internet. They use the new 

technology and Youtube but they wouldn’t be honest if they told you that it always 

turns out well. Here are some of their comments:
7
 

                                                 
6
 G. Chambers, Motivating language learners (Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd., 1999). 

7
 They  are the same teachers being interviewed (as in the previous section) by the students of our 

Department. 
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“Sometimes I use media in my teaching, as for example video-clips from YouTube” 

(Teacher A) 

“We also listen to music especially in relation to poetry. Song texts are rather poetic.” 

(Teacher B) 

I haven’t used contemporary media but I agree that it would be really good to look at 

the latest news on the BBC or CNN, for example. But it takes time for teachers to learn 

how to use the new technology. (Teacher C)  

“It is important to connect what we do in school with the students’ activities out of 

school. It is necessary to look at what they do out of school to find ways to reach out to 

them but also to enable them to look at these media, with curious eyes. (Teacher A) 

As seen from these experienced teachers’ point of view, the use of media 

seems to be linked to personal competence and interests rather than to age or 

working experience. Where as our “future teachers” think that younger teachers 

might use contemporary media more but they lack organization and time 

management. 

What students learn from watching films 

All the teachers believed that students can learn very much from looking at 

films. According to the teachers, students can improve their receptive skills by 

listening and by reading English subtitles. According to Gardner
8
 teaching 

methods have to be adapted to suit different intelligences. In such a context, 

watching films may be interesting for all types of learners. If there is a discussion 

after the film, they also improve their communicative skills as they talk about a 

common experience with their classmates. Students also learn about cultural 

differences and get different perspectives of their experiences. It’s a really 

listening comprehension exercise, but they can also look at the body-language to 

try to understand what the characters are saying. Students try to negotiate the 

meaning of the new words. Negotiation of meaning is very important. According 

to Wegner
9
 whether we are talking, acting, thinking, solving problems, or 

daydreaming we are concerned with meanings. 

STUDENT RECEPTION 

Teachers generally thought that students appreciate watching films since it is 

something they are used to doing. Some of the teachers said that the students enjoy 

watching film, but that they are not always happy to get assignments of questions 

that are linked to the viewing of the film. 

                                                 
8
 H. Gardner, Intelligence reframed: multiple intelligences for the 21stcentury (New York: Basic 

Books, 1999). 
9
 E. Wegner, Communities of practice, learning, meaning, and identity (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1998). 
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Students enjoy watching film and it is an enjoyable way to learn since they 

do not thing about the fact that they are learning. According to Weis & Belton
10

 

Sound has unique potential for increasing the artistic effects of film and increasing 

a film's effects on a viewer. While watching students are focused on everything. 

Most students watch film in their spare time, so it is something that they are 

already familiar with. It is not so popular among the students to give them 

assignments to do while they watch the film or after the film since many students 

regard the viewing of a film as some kind of reward. Students often demand to 

choose the film they want to watch, and they highlight the effectiveness of several 

didactic potentials of film in English teaching: 

 a starting point for a discussion.  

 it can also trigger reflective thinking.  

 film is also a good tool for students who have different learning styles.  

 the image and sound offer something different than a written text, 

 the availability of target language input is important and film can be part 

of this language input. 

 students enjoy watching film and that it is easy to get a good relationship 

with the students by using films, even if the students sometimes are reluctant to do 

some of the assignments.  

 positive student response to film is regarded as enjoyable and is likely to 

benefit language learning 

Conclusion 

To conclude, it is possible to say that there are several didactic potentials of 

films and media in English teaching and that it is up to the teacher to make 

something more out of the material that is available. Film and contemporary media 

can be complements and alternatives to written texts in the teaching of English 

since it is important to emphasize variation in teaching, whatever the subject might 

be. 

The results suggest that teachers generally regard film as more valuable and 

important than expected. There are several ways of working with film and many 

teachers give the impression that they really have made an attempt to use film and 

media in their teaching in a good and thought-out manner. Even if the use of film 

as a “time-filler” or as a “reward” is rather uncommon, it is necessary to point out 

that these occasions harm the reputation of film as teaching material and send out 

                                                 
10

 E. Weis and J. Belton, eds., Film sound: theory and practice (New York: Colombia University 

Press, 1985). 
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the wrong signals to students. If film is to be regarded as valuable in teaching, it 

has to be used in a professional and well structured manner. 

It is interesting and important to follow the developments of technology and 

teaching and look at how different approaches can be used to encourage and 

stimulate language acquisition. Further research is necessary to obtain a more in-

depth picture of how media, Internet and popular culture can be used in foreign 

language learning and teaching. It would also be interesting to study foreign 

language learning in relation to interactive media. 
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Abstract 

An attitude of support in the learning environment can positively affect academic 

outcomes. Educational risks associated with the absence of a positive relationship 

between teachers and students include: high rates of college dropout, low self-efficacy, 

and low self-confidence. The vast majority of sociological research concerning the 

relationship between teachers and students deals with secondary school and high school 

years. The present study concentrates on the academic trajectory of college students. The 

first objective of the present study is assessing the impact of the teacher-student 

relationship on academic achievements starting from the hypothesis that teachers’ 

respect, trust and care positively influence students’ performances. The second objective 

is presenting the psychosocial profile of a good teacher in the vision of the questioned 

students. The study confirmed that equal treatment, the teachers’ patience and 

extracurricular availability remain important throughout the entire educational process. 

Concerning the psycho-social profile of a good teacher, qualities that concern providing 

emotional comfort have the highest share. The present survey brings into light the 

deficiencies of emotional education in Romanian educational system. The research 

underlines the importance of didactic training of the teaching staff and the necessity of 

counseling services. 

 

Keywords: academic achievement, learning environment, teacher-student 

relationship, psychosocial profile, educational risks. 

 

Introduction 

There are consistent empirical results from longitudinal surveys which 

indicate that students improve both academically and socially from positive 

teacher-student relationships.
1
 More precisely: an attitude of support in the 

                                                 
1
 K. R. Wentzel,  “Sociometric status and adjustment in middle school: A longitudinal study,” The 
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learning environment can positively affect academic outcomes.
2
 The vast majority 

of sociological research concerning the relationship between teachers and students 

deals with secondary school and high school years.
3
 Psychosocial studies 

regarding the developmental significance of the quality of the teacher – student 

relationship show that students who perceive their teachers in a positive way, as 

being warm and close, are more motivated to improve their academic 

achievements.
4
 

Study’s objective and methodology 

The present study concentrates on the academic trajectory of college 

students. The general motivational theory we start from affirms that students’ 

perception of their relationship with their teachers is important in the process of 

reaching academic performance.
5
 Having in mind the psychometric distinction 

between aptitude and achievement,
6
 relationships designated as positive from a 

socio-educational standpoint between students and their teachers can be 

characterized through psychosocial indicators like closeness, warmth and 

positivity.
7
 On the other hand, the educational risks associated with the absence of 

a positive relationship between teachers and students include: high rates of college 

dropout, low self-efficacy, and low self-confidence.
8
 

The first objective of the present study is assessing the impact of the teacher-

student relationship on academic achievements starting from the hypothesis that 

teachers’ respect, trust and care positively influence students’ performances. The 

                                                 
2
 D. Yun Dai and R. J. Sternberg, Motivation, Emotion, and Cognition (Integrative Perspectives 

on Intellectual Functioning and Development) (New Jersey: Lawrence Erbaum Associates 

Publishers, Mahwah, 2004), 17-18. 
3
 S. L. Dika and K. Singh, “Applications of social capital in educational literature: A critical 

synthesis,” Review of Educational Research 72(1), (2002), 31-32. 
4
 J. N. Hughes, T. A. Cavell and V. Willson, “Further support for the developmental significance 

of the quality of the teacher–student relationship,” Journal of School Psychology 39(4), (2001), 

289-300. 
5
 F. Pajares and L. Graham, “Self-efficacy beliefs in academic settings,” Review of Educational 

Research 66(4), (1996), 543. 
6
 J. B. Carroll, Human cognitive abilities: A survey of factor-analytic studies (Cambridge 

University Press, New York, 1993), 29. 
7
 U. Orth, R. W. Robins and K. F. Widaman, “Life-span development of self-esteem and its 

effects on important life outcomes,” Journal of personality and social psychology 102(6), (2012), 

1272. 
8
 B. J. Zimmerman, A. Bandura and M. Martinez-Pons, “Self-motivation for academic attainment: 

The role of self-efficacy beliefs and personal goal setting,” American Educational Research 

Journal 29(3), (1992), 663-676. 
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second objective is presenting the psycho-social profile of a good teacher in the 

vision of the questioned students.  

The target population consisted of second and third year Bachelor Degree 

students of “Ștefan cel Mare” University of Suceava from Romania for the reason 

that they have sufficient experience to be questioned with regard to the different 

aspects of the teacher-student relationship. First year students have not been 

surveyed because their expressed opinions would reflect mainly the experience of 

pre-university education. The population was designed for a proportionally 

multilayered sampling on faculties and study programs. A number of 411 

questionnaires have been validated, representing 15% of the total of the 

investigated population.
9
 It was an anonymous, questionnaire - based inquiry. The 

questionnaire had the following taxonomical structure: 2 open questions, 8 items 

with attitudinal-scale type responses (Likert Scale), 1 item with dichotomical 

responses (yes/no) and 1 item with ordinal-scale responses.  

Survey’s results 

Student’s general perception on the relation between teachers’ attitude and 

academic performances has been explored through a direct evaluation question. A 

percentage of 77.6% of students considers that teachers’ attitude “largely” and 

“greatly” influence their academic performance.
10

 The detailed results will be 

presented within the frame of the conceptual dimensions of “mutual respect”, 

“care” and “mutual trust” in connection to the influence they have on declared 

academic outcomes.  

THE “MUTUAL RESPECT” DIMENSION 

Students’ representations on the importance of respect for and from their 

teachers have been explored. Students wish to be respected as human persons in 

the University’s educational environment (90% of responses). Accepting 

expressed opinions (87.6% of responses), respecting teaching time (78.6% of 

responses) and punctuality (74.5% of responses) are the concrete expectations 

related to the manifestation of teachers’ respect towards them.
11

 The existence of 

model teachers (90.1% of responses) and the active participation at courses and 

seminaries are also considered extremely important (86.6% of responses).  

As far as the perception of the respect paid by teachers is concerned, 

correlating the two scores of the responses of item R4, it is observed that, although 

                                                 
9
  See Annex 4. 

10
 See Table 9.  

11
 See Table 1. 
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88.8% of students declare that they feel respected by teachers, only 58.2% “can 

make mistakes without being judged.” The obvious statistical gap indicates a 

possible deficiency of the learning environment suggesting that the occasional 

mistake is exaggeratedly sanctioned.
12

  

The freedom of critical expression inside the educational institution is an 

important related issue. Analyzing the results we ascertain that the scores of 

positive appreciation represent 89.2% of responses (average scores = 49.34%, 

superior scores=39.86%).
13

 Comparing the responses to the item referring to the 

importance of accepting students’ opinions to those that evaluate effective freedom 

of critical expression at USV, we ascertain that superior scores at the first item 

represent 87.6%, while at the second only 39.8%.
14

 There is again a statistical gap 

between the students’ expectations and the reality perceived within the 

institutional environment. 

Another key issue is the way students react to authority. To assess the extent 

to which students accept teachers’ authority we used a specially designed item 

which refers to class management in the circumstances of potential deviant 

behavior. The majority of students (72.5%) recommend a firm attitude on the 

teachers’ side.
15

 Furthermore, a percent of 64.5% (265 of responses of 411) 

consider that the disturbance of courses by classmates must be promptly 

sanctioned while continuing to feel respected by their teachers “to a great and large 

extent.”
16

 The correlated responses suggest the acceptance of the teacher’s 

authority in class without reservations. 

THE “MUTUAL TRUST” DIMENSION 

Students are aware they need guidance (91.5%), are convinced of the good 

intentions of their teachers (77.2%) and willing to receive their suggestions 

(78.6%).
17

 A significant smaller percentage (66.5%) of students considers that trust 

as being a mutual one.
18

 This suggests a degree of low self-confidence.  

THE “CARE” DIMENSION 

For the majority of students equal treatment (95.6%) and patience (94.9%) 

are of the most importance. Extracurricular availability (82.9%) and support in 

implementing personal projects (79.8%) follow. The index of interest for personal 
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 See Table 2. 
13

 See Graph 1. 
14

 See Table 3. 
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 See Table 4. 
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needs has a lower score (73.8%).
19

  The majority of the students (85.2%) actually 

perceive teachers care for their professional future.
20

 Overall, students consider 

that teachers are genuinely preoccupied with their academic success. With regard 

to the final assessment of the teacher-student relationship, the distribution of 

answers that denote positive appreciation is the following: 61.6% of students 

appreciate their relationship with USV teachers as “good” or “very good”, while 

29.7% only consider it satisfactory. Average scores, not superior ones, are 

preponderant (satisfactory – 29.7%, very good – 17.8%).
21

 

THE INFLUENCE OF MUTUAL RESPECT, CARING AND MUTUAL TRUST ON DECLARED 

ACADEMIC OUTCOMES 

Analyzing the manner in which teachers’ respect, the trust they awaken in 

students and the care they manifest for their professional future influences declared 

academic results has led to the following results.  

The percentage of students that declared superior results while they felt 

respected by their teachers to a “large” and “a great extent” is 59.45% (239 of 402 

expressed responses) as opposed to the 27.36% (110 of 402 expressed responses) 

which reported only average results. Hence, perceiving the teachers’ respect 

positively influences declared academic results.
22

 

A percentage of 47.13% (189 of 401 expressed responses) of students who 

obtained superior results the previous year declare that teachers trust in them as 

opposed to the 17.7% (71 of 401 expressed responses) who obtained average 

results. In consequence, perceiving teachers’ trust in their students positively 

influences academic results.
23

  

A percentage of 59.6% of surveyed subjects (235 of 394 of expressed 

responses) who “feel that their teachers wish for them to succeed professionally” 

obtained superior results as opposed to the 25.8% (102 of 294 of expressed 

responses) who obtained average results. Becoming aware or teachers’ 

preoccupation with the professional journey of their students positively influence 

academic success.
24

  

In conclusion, provided that the results may be partly due to other reasons 

(differences regarding learning capacity, lack of honesty in declaring academic 

results), perceiving the care and respect of teachers towards their students 
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positively influences academic performances of the surveyed subjects, whereas the 

indicator of trust is far behind.
25

 

THE PSYCHOSOCIAL PROFILE OF A GOOD TEACHER  

Thi has been realized though organizing the desirable and amendable 

character traits into two categories: the first concerns the psycho-affective aspect 

of the teacher-student relationship (278 versus 79 responses)
26

 and the latter the 

quality of the didactic act in terms of teaching and manner of assessment (226 

versus 175 responses).
27

  

Regarding the first category, qualities that regard providing emotional 

comfort have the highest score: patience and calm – 47.8% (133 of 278 responses), 

followed by the capacity to communicate and empathize – 30.6% (85 of 278 

responses). Tyrannical behavior and impulsivity are most frequently amended – 

34.2% (27 of 79 responses).  Irony and contempt are also amended – 33% (26 of 

79 responses) followed by lack of punctuality – 11.4% (9 of 79 responses) which 

denotes the need for respect from their teachers. 

With regard to the quality of the didactic act, students expect that their 

teachers be competent and dedicated to teaching – 51.3% (116 of 226 responses), 

disinterest and incompetence being largely amended – 61.1% (107 of 175 

responses). With regard to the manner of assessment, indulgence is one of the top 

expectations – 29.2% (66 of 226 responses), the most amended character traits 

being harshness and exaggerated exigency – 26.3% (46 of 175 responses). 

In conclusion, surveyed students consider that a good teacher must, in the 

following order: provide emotional comfort to students, be competent and 

dedicated to teaching, have communication capacity, be indulgent in the manner of 

assessment and respect his students through punctuality. 
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Final conclusions 

Students consider that teachers are preoccupied with their academic success 

and that their attitude influences their personal performances “largely” and 

“greatly”. The survey’s results denote that for students the existence of model 

teachers and the need to be respected as human persons in the University’s 

educational environment are primary in order of importance. Their concrete 

expectations are: acceptance of personal opinion, observance of teaching time and 

punctuality.  

With regard to the perception of the respect from their teachers during 

courses and seminaries, appreciations are positive, but the study points out the 

existence of a series of psychosocial problems in the learning environment: 

students accept the teacher’s authority without reserve, but affirm that the 

occasional mistake tends to be exaggeratedly sanctioned. With regard to the 

freedom of critical expression within the University there is a perceived gap 

between the real possibility offered by the institutional environment and students’ 

expectations. 

Students acknowledge the need for guidance from teachers, are convinced of 

their good intentions and willing to receive their suggestions. The study confirms 

that equal treatment, the teachers’ patience and extracurricular availability remain 

important throughout the entire educational process. Interest in their personal 

needs is less significant. 

Perceiving the care that teachers manifest for their professional future and 

their respect towards them as persons contributes the most to the improvement of 

academic performances. The teacher-student relationship is evaluated as being 

between “satisfactory” and “very good” by the large majority of surveyed students. 

Concerning the psycho-social profile of a good teacher, surveyed students 

consider that a good teacher must, in the order of importance: be calm and patient, 

competent and dedicated in the act of teaching, have communication capacity, be 

indulgent in the manner of assessment and respect his students through 

punctuality. The qualities that concern providing emotional comfort have the 

highest share. Confirming the results of previous studies
28

 the present survey 

brings into light the deficiencies of emotional education in Romanian educational 

system. The research underlines the importance of didactic training of the teaching 

staff and the necessity of psychotherapeutic counseling services. 
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Annexes:  

Table 1: percentage scores for item R1 in descending order (extracted from Annex 

1) 

It is important (to) To a great extent To a large extent 

the existence of a model teacher 66,7 23,4 

to respect the student as a person 71,8 18,2 

accept students’ opinions 51,8 35,8 

students’ participation in class 41,8 44,8 

respect teaching time 37 41,6 

teachers’ punctuality 37 37,5 
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Table 2: percentage scores for item R4. 

During courses and 
seminaries, you : 

To a great 
extent 

To a large 
extent 

To a small 
extent 

To a very 
small extent 

It is not of 
importance 

No 
response 

feel respected by 

teachers 

28,2 60,6 8,8 1,7 0,7 - 

can make mistakes 

without being 

judged 

20,7 37,5 31,4 8 1,9 0,4 

Graph 1: Percentage scores for item R2 

 

Table 3: percentage scores of responses to items R1.5 and R2 

accepting students’ opinions important “to a great and large extent” 87,6% 

the freedom to express oneself critically, highly evaluated (above 8) 39,8% 

Table 4: percentage scores for item R2 

Manner of management in case a colleague is disturbing the course % 

Ignore him 4,9 

Discuss with him after class 22,4 

Reprimand him and continue 31,9 

Eliminate him from class 40,6 

No response 0,2 

Table 5: percentage scores for item I1 

It is true that: To a 

great 

extent 

To a 

large 

extent 

To a 

small 

extent 

To a very 

small 

extent 

No No 

response 

you need teachers’ advice 50,4 41,1 6,8 1,5 0,2 - 

you are convinced of their good intentions 30,2 47 19,2 2,9 0,5 0,2 

accept their suggestions 36 42,6 18 2,4 0,7 0,2 
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Table 6: percentage scores for item I2 

It is true that: To a great 

extent 

To a large 

extent 

To a very small 

extent 

I don’t 

know 

No 

teachers trust in you 13,9 52,6 14,4 18,2 1 

Table 7: percentage scores of positive responses for item G2 in descending order 

(extracted from Annex 3) 

It matters: to a large and a great extent 

equal treatment 95,6 

patience 94,9 

extracurricular availability 82,9 

support in the implementation of personal projects 79,8 

interest for their personal needs 73,8 

Table 8: percentage scores for item G3 

You feel that:  Yes No No responses 

your teachers want you to succeed professionally  85,2 11,2 3,6 

Table 9: percentage scores for item E1 in descending order 

Teacher’s attitude influences your academic results: % 

greatly 40,9 

largely 36,7 

little 14,6 

very little 3,2 

not at all 1,9 

Table 10: frequency of responses to item R4.1 on the basis of the reported average 

of the previous year 

 previous year average 

no answer 8-10 6-8 under 6 

The 

perception 

of teachers’ 

respect 

to a great extent 3 80 31 0 

to a large extent 4 159 79 2 

to a small extent 0 17 16 1 

to a very small extent 0 3 3 1 

it is of no importance 0 1 1 1 
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Table 11: frequency of responses to item I2 on the basis of the reported average of 

the previous year 

 previous year average 

No answer 8-10 6-8 under 6 

The perception of 

their teachers’ trust 

in them  

to a great extent 0 47 10 0 

to a large extent 4 142 61 0 

to a very small extent 0 27 28 3 

there is none 0 1 2 1 

nu ştiu 2 43 29 1 

Table 12: frequency of responses to item G3 on the basis of the reported average of 

the previous year 

 previous year average 

No answer 8-10 6-8 under 6 

Awareness of the 

preoccupation with their 

professional success 

No answer 2 2 3 0 

yes 4 235 102 1 

no 0 19 23 3 

Table 13: percentage scores that describe the importance of the “care”, “respect” 

and “confidence” dimensions in descending order 

Teacher-student relationship dimensions: % 

care 59,6 

respect 59,4 

trust 47,1 

Table 14: percentage scores of teacher-student relationship appreciation in USV 

Teacher-student relationship appreciation in USV: % 

very good 17,8 

good 43,8 

satisfactory 29,7 

unsatisfactory 7,3 

completely unsatisfactory 0,7 

no answer 0,7 

Table 15.1: frequency of responses to open questions P1 and P2 

Desirable traits: No. Amendable traits: No. 

patience and calm 133 tyrannical behavior and impulsivity 27 

ability to communicate and empathy 85 inability to communicate and interact 17 

availability and support 32   

sense of humor 5   
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Table 15.2: frequency of responses to open questions P1 and P2 

Desirable traits: No Amendable traits: No 

punctuality 19 irony and contempt 26 

courtesy and respect 4 lack of punctuality 9 

 

Table 15.3: frequency of responses to open question P1 and P2 

Desirable traits:  Amendable traits:  

competence and dedication 116 incompetence and disinterest 107 

indulgence 66 
exaggerated exigency and 

harshness 
46 

integrity and correctness in grading 22 incorrectness 4 

good organization and presentation of the 

lesson 
18 disorganization in teaching 12 

creativity and innovation capacity 4 routine behavior 6 

 

Annex 1: percentage table of responses to item R1 

 

It is important: To a 

great 

extent 

To a 

large 

extent 

To a 

small 

extent 

To a 

very 

small 

extent 

It is of no 

importanc

e 

No 

answer 

the existence of the model 

teacher 
66,7 23,4 6,3 0,5 2,2 1 

to respect the student as a person 71,8 18,2 5,6 1 1,5 1,9 

to accept students’ opinions 51,8 35,8 7,5 1 2,2 1,7 

students’ participation in class 41,8 44,8 9,5 1,2 2,2 0,5 

to observe teaching time 37 41,6 15,8 1,9 2,7 1 

the teacher’s punctuality 37 37,5 18 3,2 2,9 1,5 

Annex 2: frequency cross-table with the answers to items R3 and R4.1 

Management 

of deviant 

behavior 

Teachers’ respect To a great 

extent 

To a large 

extent 

To a small 

extent 

To a very 

small extent 

It is of no 

importance 

To ignore him 7 10 3 0 0 

To discuss with 

him after class 
31 51 6 2 2 

To reprim him 

and to continue 
29 86 14 2 0 

To ask him to 

exit the 

classroom 

49 101 13 3 1 
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Annex 3: percentage table of responses to item G2 

It is of importance that teachers 

manifest: 

To a great 

extent 

To a large 

extent 

To a small 

extent 

To a very 

small extent 

It is of no 

importanc

e 

No 

answe

r 

equal treatment 66,2 29,4 2,2 1 1,2 - 

patience 67,6 27,3 3,4 0,5 1,2 - 

availability 48,4 34,5 12,2 2,9 1,9 - 

interest in personal needs 34,1 39,7 18,5 4,4 3,4 - 

support with the implementation 

of personal projects 
46 33,8 15,1 3,4 1,5 0,2 
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Abstract 

Socio-cultural changes in the pattern of development of a group of people often 

occur when there is an introduction of foreign cultures. The annexation of Gold Coast 

brought the Asante Empire under British rule, and from the beginning of the twentieth 

century Gold Coast witnessed a total transformation of the economy from it subsistence 

nature to a cash economy. Economic changes associated with diversification and rapid 

expansion of Gold Coast export mitigated for a demand in labour force. However, the 

research focused on the people of Kumasi and using the Winick theory of alcohol 

dependency sought to unveil the socio-cultural changes that occurred within the period 

under review. Furthermore, with the use of qualitative narrative, interviews, secondary 

and primary data, the research was undertaken and findings revealed some changes in 

customs, values, and lifestyle of individuals in the community. It further indicated the role 

played by colonial influence and administration’s reliance on imported alcohol coupled 

with the introduction of a new kind of local gin (akpeteshie). It was also discovered that, 

European influence contributed greatly to changes that occurred in the social and cultural 

uses of distilled liquor in Kumasi. European liquor came to be identified with modernity 

and European lifestyle. Furthermore, the introduction of railway transport, road transport 

and creation of urbanization by colonial government policies promoted a new form of 

social drinking notable among the youth which was devoid of any form of restrain by 

elders and chiefs. In addition, there was the emergence of social classes who appreciated 

the European way of life and drinking because it depicted prestige wealth. On the other 

hand, the emergence of akpeteshie promoted social disorder and the decline in palm wine. 

 

Keywords: liquor, colonial, local governments, Kumasi. 
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Introduction 

The chemical form of alcohol is ethanol, which in its pure state is colorless 

and a highly volatile liquid. Alcohol occurs naturally as a by-product of 

fermentation, i.e. the process of sugar eating yeast in fruits. An ounce of pure 

ethanol contains 224 calories which is 75 percent more than refined sugar and has 

a sweet flavor when diluted hence, making it attractive.
1
 Large quantities cause 

slow brain activities, slurred speech and drowsiness and very high doses can be 

lethal. When the body metabolizes, ethanol is broken down into acetaldehyde 

which can cause headaches, nausea and lethargy, heightened sensitivity to loud 

noise and sudden movements that can persist for days after alcohol intake.
2
 

However, consumption has since been part of human existence for thousands of 

years as a result of a content of it in some foods. It has further shaped the social, 

cultural and religious lives of some societies. It was estimated by the World Health 

Organization in a 2004 report that around two billion people worldwide consume 

alcohol and factors such as genetics, social environment, culture, age, gender, 

accessibility, exposure and personality influences people of different origin to 

drink. The social and cultural development of a community evolves over time, 

therefore, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory looks at sociocultural development as 

an important contribution made by the society in developments that occurs in the 

lifestyle of an individual. However, social interactions play a fundamental role in 

the development of cognition which could cause some social changes and 

alterations over time in behavior patterns and cultural values and norms. The 

research focused on the changes that occurred in the development of the socio-

cultural system of the Asante who were located at the interior part of Gold Coast. 

The socio-cultural development traced the processes that led to the increase in 

complexity of the society more especially; it focused on the changes that 

influenced the customs, lifestyles and values which characterized the society 

within the period under review as a result of distilled liquor. 

Traditionally, alcoholic beverages have been consumed in Gold Coast and 

other West African societies.
3
 Locally, distilled liquor also known as akpeteshie in 

Gold Coast was a spirit distilled from palm wine.
4
 This drink was of historical 

significance because as a local gin, colonial administration barred it in an attempt 

                                                 
1
 Iain Gately, Drink: A cultural History of Alcohol (Canada: Penguin Group, July 2008). 

2
 Ibidem. 

3
 H. D. Zakpaa, E. E. Mark-Mensah and O. A. Avio, “Effect of storage conditions on the shelf of 
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to control West African liquor traffic in the early twentieth century.
5
 Gold Coasters 

came to imbibe akpeteshie which was a strong liquor with a harsh taste and had the 

potency of being injurious.
6
 The name was derived from a Ga word that meant 

“hide out” because distillation and consumption was secretive as a result of the ban 

on the drink by the colonial administration.
7
 One other name for akpeteshie was 

bome kutuku (box me) and that described the beating sound the arrested culprit 

received from the colonial police.
8
 The Distillation of substantial quantity of 

akpeteshie, became possible after Ghanaians were able to produce air-tight metals 

tubing for makeshifts home still from the engines of European motor cars in 1920.
9
  

In Gold Coast, alcohol served as link between the physical and spiritual 

world and this was believed to ensure the natural progression of the life of an 

individual or community. Gin and other imported drinks did not completely 

displace the local beverages however they coexisted, complemented and competed 

with each other.
10

 However, when the slave trade ended, trade in imported liquor 

continued reaching large volumes in the second half of the nineteenth century.
11

 

Furthermore, it reached its peak between 1880 and the World War I when Gold 

Coast imported millions of gallons of gin.
12

 Gin was imported from Germany and 

the Netherlands in vast quantities between 1880 and 1914.
13

 Locals used it for 

conspicuous personal, communal and ritual purposes, even as currencies.
14

 

Furtherance, imported liquor became embedded through the life cycle of Gold 

Coasters, from naming ceremonies, entertaining guest at weddings and chieftaincy 

enstoolment to funeral obsequies and pouring libations to ancestors.
15

 The pattern 

of consumption affected the social, economic and political development of Gold 

Coast prior to the influence of imported liquor and also the production of locally 

distilled liquor. 
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 The Asante formed part of the Akan states that were the dominant ethnic 

groups in Gold Coast and fell within the Kwa sub family of the greater Niger-

Congo language family in West Africa.
16

 Nonetheless, most scholars agreed that, 

they moved into the forest zone of what is today Ghana approximately about 700 

to 9000 years ago and the consolidation of their systems took place during the 

seventh and the eighteenth century.
17

 The Akan’s were divided into roughly, 

thirteen linguistic sub groups which had Asante in the central forest zone and the 

Fante-Agonas of the central coast.
18

 They also had strong kinship structures, 

matrilineal inheritance and seven or eight clans that also trace their inheritance 

through the matrilineal line. Their political structure was centralized with regional 

devolution of authority from the King (omanhene) to divisional chiefs (odikro) to 

village headmen who ruled with advice from the heredity council of elders 

(mpaninfo).
19

 

Asante as part of the Akan state was the largest and most powerful state to 

be established in Gold Coast. Their culture was further characterized with religious 

beliefs and customs which included the worship of Supreme Being and smaller 

gods, veneration of the ancestors and rites of passage.
20

 Though, palm wine was of 

essence to cultural practices, imported liquor and local gin over the period of the 

early twentieth century gained a different cultural term which influenced the 

already existing norms of Asante. More especially, imported liquor in Africa 

became a supplement to beer and palm wine as a result of it newness and level of 

concentration. 

The Trans-Atlantic slave trade saw the introduction of foreign liquors in 

Africa, and Gold Coast was no exception, however, over indulgence in the 

consumption of distilled liquor from the early twentieth century became rampant. 

Moreover, this incorporated the usage of imported liquor into the cultural and 

social settings of Gold Coast. The colonial administration indicated the situation of 

African liquor traffic and embarked on solutions to curb the situation. One of such 

was the Saint Germain convention which sort to increase liquor tariffs, ban trade 

spirit and commercial distillation of alcohol. These measures taken by the colonial 

administration caused an increase in the prize of imported liquor and lead to the 

production of illicit gin which was less costly. However, the period under research 
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further witnessed an influence of the colonial administration in the governance and 

social spheres of the indigenes. Dumett (1974) in an article indicated that, it could 

not be estimated as to how much imported liquor was incorporated into the ritual 

arena of Gold Coast.
21

 Furthermore, other authors mentioned that, the intoxicating 

nature of European liquor and economic changes that occurred in the early 

twentieth century might have led to some changes and development that occurred. 

It is in this view that the research was carried out with the aim of unearthing the 

impact of the consumption of distilled liquor on the socio-cultural development on 

the people of Kumasi. Furthermore, the research hopes to indicate and find out the 

extent to which these changes occurred and how it affected the customs, values 

and the livelihood of individuals in Kumasi community.  

The general objective of this research however, was to find out the socio-

cultural developments that occurred as a result of the consumption of distilled 

liquor in Kumasi from 1900-1930.The specific objectives included the 

identification of the social, political and economic impact of distilled liquor on the 

people of Kumasi. It also aimed at highlighting the role of the colonial and local 

government in the consumption of distilled liquor. Finally, to indicate the socio-

cultural changes that occurred as a result of the consumption of distilled liquor. 

The research focused on the interior part of Gold Coast, specifically the people of 

Kumasi. This was because, during the period under review, the Asante Empire had 

been annexed by the British and transport routes had been constructed to facilitate 

trade which allowed large volumes of liquor to be transported into the interior. 

Furthermore, the period 1900-1930, witnessed significant changes in the economy 

of Gold Coast and also recognized the Saint Germain treaty. It also indicated the 

emergence of a new kind of drink, that was known as akpeteshie and also some 

temperance movement that sort to limit the intake of both imported liquor and 

local gin in Kumasi. 

Theoretical Framework 

The Winnick’s theory of alcohol dependency referenced by Theresa Myadze 

was used as the framework for the research. The theory supposes that, the 

incidence of dependency increases with access to the dependence substance, 

disengagement from negative proscriptions about the use of alcohol and the role 
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strain or role deprivation
22

. The theory assesses culture as a determining factor of 

pattern of alcoholic consumption among blacks. 

The first supposition of the theory proposes that, higher dependency on 

alcohol can be positively associated with easy access. The readily availability of 

alcohol created an opportunity for easy access in Kumasi allowing the educated 

elites and chiefs gain access to drink. Furtherance, the cheap nature of Dutch gin 

motivated the youth to engage in social drinking within the period under research. 

Therefore, the economic changes that might have occurred made access to distilled 

liquor easy and affordable. Social norms also played a role in making access easy, 

because at ritual sacrifices, naming ceremonies, festivals or burial rites, drinks 

were made to entertain guest. More especially, beer industries continued to 

proliferate in African countries in the 1950’ and 1960’s with attractive 

advertisement that portrayed alcoholic beverage as a means of good health and 

modernization. Drinking that were opened sold alcoholic beverages and 

entertained wealthy people who could afford them. In countries such as Botswana, 

Uganda, and Kenya, people of low income consumed more of the locally made 

brews and wine, whereas high income group had greater ease when purchasing 

more expensive brews and other distilled liquors manufactured by large industries. 

The second part of the theory states that the disengagement of negative 

proscriptions about the use of alcohol is emphasized on weak sanctions against the 

use of alcohol. The public and victims often did not recognize when drinking had 

gone beyond the recreational stages until it posed a threat to the community. 

Drunkards in the society were teased and ridiculed and the indifference towards 

their behavior may weaken the internal control of such individual who would then 

adapt to alcohol as a means of defending himself especially in times of stress. 

However, most African cultures condone the intake of alcohol after manual labor, 

but one may be reluctant to intervene in controlling another person’s drinking 

behavior since it is believed that one should not be prevented from enjoying the 

fruit of his labor. On the other hand, relatives of a drunkard in the society may be 

motivated to seek treatment or view the problem as the control by evil forces that 

have possessed the person whiles it might be as a result of mental disorder. 

The last supposition of Winick’s theory is the role strain and role 

deprivation. Role strain refers to the felt difficulty in fulfilling the obligation of a 

role and role deprivation refers to the reaction to the termination of a significant 

role relation. Role strain involves depending on alcohol to help one perform a task 
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on the farm, to relax an entertainer, host or hostess and helped one “be a man”. 

The role deprivation can also be associated with urbanization and industrialization 

that propels youth in the rural areas to migrate. When this occurs, they find 

themselves in new and changing environment and alcohol could serve as an 

antidote to the changing trends of their environment. 

In each of Winick’s supposition, it can be realized that, alcohol contributes 

to the development of a society. It further depicts the changing trends in it uses and 

individual adaption to its intake. However, the theory could be used in the context 

of this research to explain the changes in the socio-cultural development of the 

people of Kumasi due to the production and consumption of liquor. 

Methodology 

The research took the form of qualitative empirical research approach that 

involved a narrative deconstruction of event and evidence. This allowed for an in-

depth understanding of text and data that were uncovered. Oral interviews were 

conducted using an unstructured interview guide. Four individuals were 

interviewed and that include: two bar owners, one from a distillery company 

(Kasapreko Distillery Limited) and a palm wine vendor. Two different interview 

guides were drafted with one that was meant for household retailers of distilled 

liquor (owners of drinking bars) and the other for local distillery companies. The 

questions asked were to find out the consumption and impact of distilled liquor on 

the socio-cultural development in Kumasi.  

Secondary materials included journal articles, books, online materials, 

newspapers and reviewed articles. Journal articles included author who had written 

extensively on the research topic and had come out with relevant findings. Articles 

by authors such as Emmanuel Akyeampong (1996), Raymond Dumett (1974) and 

Lynn Pan (1975) were used.  

Primary data was also collected from the public record office in Kumasi. 

This included written letters and reports by the colonial administration and minutes 

of meetings. Oral interviews were conducted and were recorded and transcribed, 

and secondary and primary data collections were utilized. Each interview was 

played and relevant contributions were deduced from them. Interviews were 

preferred because, it allowed the researcher obtain the necessary information 

through interactions with individuals who had fore knowledge. It also allowed 

questions that needed follow-ups to be duly addressed for better clarification. 

Some challenges were faced during data collection and this had to do with 

difficulties in getting individuals who had knowledge about the period under 
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review. However, inferences were drawn from few individuals who owed drinking 

bars, palm wine vendors and a distillery companies. 

The following research questions were framed to guide the discussions: 

 How did imported and locally distill liquor affect the social, cultural and 

political settings of Kumasi? 

 How did the sale of distilled liquor affect the social status of members of 

the society? 

 What were some of the colonial and local policies against illicit production 

of local gin (akpeteshie) from 1900-1930? 

 What socio-cultural development arose as a result of the consumption of 

distilled liquor in Kumasi from 1900-1930? 

Literature on the alcohol question thus far 

Review of literatures took the thematic form. It involved the use of journals, 

books and articles that were critically scrutinized to know the views and opinions 

of different scholars who had written extensively on the research topic. Literatures 

were reviewed under four themes which were the social and political impact 

distilled liquor, the economic impact of distilled, the role of distilled liquor in 

colonialization and reasons for the ban of illicit production of local gin 

(akpeteshie). These themes focused on a general historical overview of distilled 

liquor and its influence on the Gold Coast.  

Social and Political Impact of Distilled Liquor 

Centuries of association and dominance of Gold Coast by Europeans and 

Western influence changed much of the cultural practices and values of their 

fathers. As a result of this, most writers believed that, it led to the loss of some 

traditional values and gave way to the emergence of a foreign culture.
23

 The first 

European power to arrive in Gold Coast were the Portuguese in the latter part of 

the fifteenth century and this gave way to intensive trading activities with the 

outside world.
24

 According to Nti, (1998) the Europeans were in search of gold 

and slaves and in exchange for those commodities, offered some items from their 
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countries as trade items.
25

 Pan (1975) also mentioned that, the importance of liquor 

as an object of commerce was such that, distilleries were established in the 

eighteenth century in Liverpool, England specially for supplying ships that came 

to Africa.
26

 In the seventeenth century, the system of trade took the form of barter 

trade where goods were exchanged for goods before the introduction of currency 

in the Gold Coast. Rum, gin and schnapps served as currencies for purchasing 

European items, however, in some instances, gold, cowries or gold dust were used 

to purchase commodities.
27

 Heap (1996) had indicated that in Nigeria the liquor-

for-produce system prevailed and witnessed agricultural produce exchanged for 

gin by middlemen.
28

 This occurred when local farmers brought their agricultural 

goods from their farms, and after bargaining the rate of exchange with European 

middlemen, the farmers returned home with distilled liquors or converted the 

liquor to social values that included using them for naming ceremonies, funerals 

and festivals.
29

 Anin (2000) pointed out that until 1880 trade was conducted along 

the West Coast of Africa in a bewildering array of money and tokens such as 

cowries, but the use of cowries declined in the early parts of the nineteenth century 

when goods and services began to be expressed in gold weight values.
30

 By the 

close of the 19
th

 century, British silver coins were introduced which eventually 

became the common currency of the Gold Coast.
31

  

According to Dumett (1974) the question of alcohol consumption in African 

societies in the nineteenth century cannot be ignored without looking at the trade 

in liquor with the Europeans in the 1890’s.
32

 Prior to this, Akyeampong (1996) 

also pointed out that, palm wine featured prominently in the social organization 

and rites of passage, but centuries of Afro- European trade gradually incorporated 

rum and later gin into the religio-cultural lives of the Akan, Ga-Adangme and 

Ewes within the nineteenth century.
33

 Dumett (1974) explored the Asante 

traditional society and emphasized that it was not considered proper for women to 
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drink but was done on ceremonial occasions.
34

 Furthermore, the raffia palm was 

used for ceremonial purposes before the coming of European liquor.
35

 

Akyeampong (1994) argued that, apart from women, young men in the society 

were excluded from using alcohol and also the elders believed it to have sacred 

powers.
36

 But, in the mid nineteenth century with the expansion of European 

economic activities and monopoly over alcohol, their religious and political 

control over imported liquor was broke as young men began to migrate to the 

coastal towns and that facilitated the emergence of a pattern of social drinking that 

was free from any autonomy of the rural elders.
37

  

Gradually, imported liquor began shaping the social lives of Gold Coast 

especially in terms of the role of alcohol in their cultural activities. Rum, gin and 

Schnapps were exchanged for palm wine in occasions such as naming ceremonies, 

funerals and festivals.
38

 Furthermore, the ability to serve spirit of good quality 

enhanced the status of the host and brought prestige.
39

  

Akyeampong and Ntewusu (2014) also pointed out that, European liquors 

were introduced in ritual activities in the sixteenth century to 1850.
40

 It showed the 

earliest import of European liquor by the Dutch into Gold Coast during the 

Atlantic trade.
41

 This period brought in European schnapps rums and brandy which 

were used in ritual activities during war times.
42

 They argued that these liquors 

impacted both the ritual and social uses of alcohol in the sense that these 

commodities were assimilated into the socio-political itinerary of Gold Coast.
43

 

Dumett (1974) supported this argument by adding that, it would be difficult to 

estimate the general amount of European distilled spirit which may have been 

consumed strictly for social purposes.
44

 Brooks (1970) in his journal further 

commented on the central place of rum and tobacco in American trade with West 

Africa in the Atlantic trade era. He reported that, tobacco and rum were the 

foundation of American legitimate commerce and the chief source of profit. 

Cotton, guns and powder were the staples of the West African trade in the 
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the main stock in trade of European 

merchant from all countries. The quality and competitive price of American 

tobacco and rum ensured their entry in West Africa.
45

 

From, Brooks (1970) rum was an essential trade commodity which enabled 

European merchant to get profits.
46

 The quality of rum was of importance because 

the quality the rum the more expensive they were. The types of rum were 

distinguished according to it color which could be colorless or white and a 

brownish color or golden color. Rituals were made to the war deities of various 

ethnic tribes in Gold Coast and some gods delighted in rum with golden color 

mixed with the blood of human beings or animal sacrifice.
47

 Further, comment 

made by Akyeampong and Ntewusu (2014) were that, political centralization and 

social hierarchies in pre-colonial Gold Coast placed premium on the prestige of 

owning European liquor, which came to inform relations of power and patronage. 

These considerations of prestige were extended into the spirit realm and colorless 

gin and schnapps came to serve alongside water as ritual fluids for deities.
48

  

 The act of warfare in Gold Coast was of significance and demanded several 

consultations with gods to determine the outcome of the war. Missionary activities 

also accounted and acknowledged these rituals in the nineteenth century but, this 

created a great opposition to the sharing of the gospel. Dumett (1974), looked at 

missionary accounts in the use of alcohol in the social life of the Gold Coast, he 

stated that missionaries such as Church Missionary Association witnessed the use 

of imported liquor in rituals, funeral rites and for other customary purposes.
49

 

Likewise, during funerals, rum was poured for libation and bottles of alcohol were 

put in the coffin of the deceased.
50

 

One important social impact that various writers have different views is on 

social violence as a result of the use of imported liquor. According to Myadze 

(2014) problems with alcohol abuse are not cultural or age specific therefore, in 

Western countries, high industrialization saw the rise in social drinking.
51

 

However, in British West African countries, anti-liquor crusaders noted that, the 

importation of liquor caused violence and crime due to excessive drinking and 
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hence advocated for its ban, but Dumett (1974) argued that, from 1800’s to the 

early twentieth century, violence and crimes based on alcohol in Gold Coast were 

rarely recorded and this was because, the Akan’s were generally law abiding 

people. But Myadze (2014) went on to identify four categories of drinkers; these 

were the social or controlled drinkers, heavy drinkers, alcoholics and chronic 

alcoholics. She mentioned that, alcoholics and chronic alcoholics were likely to 

engage in violence when intoxicated.
52

 But, heavy drinkers are also likely to 

engage in violence when occasionally intoxicated.
53

 Nonetheless in the coastal 

towns which were the major import route, some amount of violence might have 

occurred during traditional festivities.
54

 Nti (1998) raised an instance of violence 

in his article where the riots between two Asafo companies on 5
th

 December, 1905 

ensued as a result of excessive alcohol intake.
55

 This occurred because of the 

refusal of the Ntsin Company to allow the Anaafo company dance on the coffin of 

a deceased colleague which was a custom practice. But, during such an activity, it 

allowed the company insult people passing through the street with abusive words. 

The Ntsin wanted to avoid that so they only allowed the family of the bereaved to 

pass through their route. As a result of this action by the Ntsin Company, the 

Anaafo Company drunk with rum marched to Ntsin and trespassed on their 

company land. 

Socially, urbanization and economic development in Southern Ghana from 

the turn of the twentieth century opened up new employment opportunities. 

According to Akyeampong (1996) the declaration of Gold Coast as British colony 

together with European emigrants enabled the British administration gain roots to 

invest capitals in various sectors of the country such as the mining sectors in 

Tarkwa, Obuasi and the construction of railways contributed to the transportation 

of goods and services.
56

 He pointed out that rural-urban migration became a 

temporary economic measure to single young men to earn cash to pay off family 

debt or acquire dowry.
57

 Europeans and educated elites established drinking clubs 

and spots in these towns which made drinking prominent in urban life.
58

 This 

made access to liquor quiet easy and socially common among the youth, 
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nevertheless Dumett (1974) argued that the volume and value of liquor that were 

1,905 tons, valued 17,470 Euros transported by railway into Tarkwa, Obuasi and 

Kumasi had a proportion consumed by Europeans therefore, consumption were not 

only by the indigenes.
59

 

Interestingly most authors elaborated on the social uses of imported liquor 

which were incorporated into the traditional, cultural, as well as to elevate the 

prestige of families within the societal settings. Nonetheless most literatures 

generalized these social changes, some failed to identify some social changes and 

practices which occurred as a result of the influence of imported liquor in Kumasi. 

However, one does not point out the causes and effect of the consumption distilled 

liquor and changes in the socio-cultural development that occurred in Kumasi. 

However, authors strongly believed that, locally brewed drinks paved the way for 

a strong attachment to European beverages. Furthermore, there were limited 

explanation as to the extent to which distilled liquor influenced the political and 

social system of Kumasi, although some writers made reference to increase in the 

taste of foreign goods, creation of conflicts as a result of the intoxicating nature of 

imported liquor and usage in rituals they do not give specific fact to how it 

affected the development, and cultural patterns.  

The Economic Impact of Distilled Liquor  

Trade in diverse goods and services enhanced economic activities in Gold 

Coast. Adu-Boahen ((2014) mentioned that slave trade served as a source of 

economic income to both Europeans and Gold Coasters during the Atlantic slave 

trade.
60

 Furthermore, when it was abolished within the nineteenth century it paved 

way for legitimate trade which included European liquor that was not “new” to 

Gold Coast. Myadze (2014) pointed out that, the level of alcohol consumption 

varied from culture to culture and changes in increase or decrease in demand of 

alcohol depends on the societal definition and reaction to it.
61

 Therefore, 

Akyeampong (1994) argued that, the British government in Gold Coast regarded 

the local demand for alcohol for religious and cultural purpose as a solution to its 

quest for financial sufficiency.
62

 He further pointed out that the declaration of Gold 

Coast as a British colony in 1874 demanded the British to finance the 

administration of the colony. Prior to this, between 1883 and 1895 about nine 
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million gallons of liquor were imported into Gold Coast; it was significant to note 

the argument of Dumett (1974) that these import at the turn of the century were 

absorbed into the tradition religio-cultural system.
63

 In view of that, Akyeampong 

(1994) with statistical data on custom duties included liquor revenue which stated 

that liquor duties contributed almost 40 percent of Gold Coast economy before 

World War I. Dumett (1974) also added that in 1879, liquor constituted 19 percent 

of the total imports.
64

 

According to Dumett (1974) British economic exploitation of their colonies 

were attained to its fullest potential.
65

He cited Southern Nigeria as the first West 

African colony to earn a million pound in revenue in 1906 with majority from 

liquor duties. In Gold Coast, Akyeampong (1994) pointed out that, huge alcohol 

imports were made possible by a growing indigenous cocoa industry, which 

allowed Gold Coast emerge as the world’s leading producer of cocoa in 1911.
66

 

This increased the purchasing power of indigenes and encouraged social drinking 

among railway miners. Akyeampong (1996) pointed out that, after the Saint 

Germaine Convention in 1919, British government decided to cut down 

importation on cheap gin, rum and schnapps that were brands of Dutch and 

Germany and promoted whiskey that was much more expensive.
67

 The expensive 

nature of imported liquor caused a decrease in consumption.  

The expensive nature of imported liquor promoted the emergence of 

akpeteshie as another form of gin.
68

 Women especially engaged in the sales and 

distillation because it was less expensive and lucrative as compared to the 

expensive nature of imported liquor. Dumett (1974) added that, illicit distillation 

of akpeteshie began on a large scale after the imposition of an unusually high 

restriction tariff on imported spirits by the Gold Coast colonial government in 

1929.
69

 According to Willis (2001), in Western Tanzania, the sale of locally made 

grain were for cash and consumption in commercial clubs and these played a 

major role in altering the relationship between the young and old men and women 

in the society.
70

 That was because young men began to lose respect for elderly men 

and women as a result of economic autonomy that was found in the cash 
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economy.
71

 Comparatively Akyeampong (1996) also cited that, women in Gold 

Coast distilled and retailed akpeteshie and it became a family venture that involved 

both men and women.
72

 

The economies of Gold Coast for some centuries were administered by the 

colonial government up until independence. Economic policies were jarred 

towards the increase in tariffs on trade import and also control of the West Africa 

liquor traffic. According to Akyeampong (1996) illicit gin production emerged 

because people could no longer afford liquors which were at exorbitant prices.
73

 

However, little information has been provided on how the economy of the colony 

influenced the socio-cultural development of Kumasi, therefore, the research sort 

to bring out factors that accounted for any new development. 

The Role of Distilled Liquor during Colonization 

Most writers in their articles argued that, some factors mitigated the 

colonization of British West African countries most importantly, Gold Coast. Pan 

(1975) pointed out the fact that, merchant traders played a vital role in ushering in 

the colonial era by forcing the hand of their respective government in the 

acquisition of territories in Africa.
74

 Howard (1976) further argued that, before 

1900, guns, ammunitions, liquor, and unproductive goods were major trade items 

that encouraged inter and intra-tribal warfare.
75

 Furthermore, the importation of 

guns and ammunitions were reduced after Asante and Northern Territories had 

come under the chagrin of the British suppliers.
76

 Olorunfemi (1984) added that, 

the slave trade also fostered the sale of arms, gun powder and ammunitions and 

were used by chiefs to raid and procure slaves which in turn the chiefs were 

actually paid in liquor by the Europeans.
77

 However, liquor continued to constitute 

a large proportion of imports until restrictions were imposed in the early 1920’s.
78

 

On the contrary, Dumett (1974) argued that the liquor trade was not as 

damaging as others have argued because, the commercial importance of arms and 

ammunitions trade were also equivalent to the liquor trade as proven by numerous 
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references in the records of the Chamber of Commerce of Manchester, London, 

and Liverpool, as well as by the regularity with which it was discussed in the West 

African Committee.
79

 He further reported that, West Africans would have 

consumed their own home-distilled spirit in large quantities had the European rum 

and gin trade never existed.
80

 According to this notion, heavy consumption of 

indigenous drink had long existed in African societies and the first Europeans 

merchants were merely supplying a preexisting demand for hard liquor.
81

 Dumett 

(1974) believed that indigenous spirits existed in the Gold Coast and Gold Coast 

would have still consumed large amounts of alcohol with or without the trade in 

liquor.
82

 However, Pan (1975) argued that, British tariff policies on imports 

enhanced the financing of their colonies and after the Berlin conference in 1884, 

alcohol revenues became the means of financing the various colonies by the 

colonial government.
83

 Therefore, alcohol revenues paid for the upkeep of the 

Gold Coast by the colonial government. Prior to this, various means proved 

unsuccessful especially with the imposition of direct tax by the colonial 

government and the use of chiefs also proved unsuccessful.
84

 As a result of this, 

Gold Coast derived about  5million a year during the mid-1920s from duties on 

imported alcohol, and a third of the revenue of the country came from alcohol 

revenues.
85

 She also indicated that colonial taxation also reflected to a certain 

extent because, items such as alcohol, tobaccos which were heavily taxed in 

Britain were those bearing heavy duties in the colonies.
86

 

Howard (1976) also pointed out that, the emergence of European firms and 

trading companies caused underdevelopment as a result of exploitation of the 

African trading class.
87

 He further cited, Elder Dempster and Woermann as 

shipping Lines that were able to take control of the West African trade because the 

introduction of steamed ships eliminated many smaller independent merchant 

shippers who owned sailing boats.
88

 One other relevant point argued by 

Olorunfemi (1984) on the role of imported liquor in colonizing Gold Coast was the 
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European quest for merchandise.
89

 Liquor served as an incentive for the export of 

African staples after the abolition of the slave trade with the introduction of 

legitimate trade.
90

 Liquors were still very useful in trade and chiefs were said to 

exchange agricultural produce for gin, and laborers also insisted to be paid in gun 

powder or spirits.
91

 In colonizing Gold Coast, it can also be established that Gold 

Coaster taste for foreign goods especially the demand for equal access to European 

liquor proved to be a factor for demand. Pan (1975) indicated that the idea of white 

superiority held by Africans and the ability to enjoy imported liquor further 

elevated one’s status.
92

 As a result of that, the demand for imported drinks 

increased as their colonial imperialist gained the upper hand in controlling the 

economy and development of the colony. 

Generally, most writers identified the extent to which imported liquor played 

a role in colonizing Gold Coast within the nineteenth centuries and the impact it 

had on the people. The major points raised by various authors included imported 

liquor as a means of exploitations in trade especially in exchange for important 

Gold Coast merchandise that were worth more than alcohol, colonial taxation on 

imported alcohol, alcohol revenues and demand for European life style as a means 

of African status. Another was the sprung up of Europeans firms who played a 

monopoly to determine prices of goods including duty charges on liquor thereby 

limiting indigenes to play the middlemen role. Although there has been some 

debate between some authors with regards to the extent to which imported liquor 

was involved in colonization, it could be agreed that, imported liquor had an 

impact on people. The field of colonization sort to have a mandate to control, 

which could have created an assertion that excessive intake of imported liquors 

probably made the people of Gold Coast unfit to plan developmental strategies for 

the colony. However, attention was given to the extent to which imported liquor 

played a role in colonizing the Gold Coast but not how it affected the socio-

cultural development of Kumasi within the twentieth century and the changes it 

had on the people.  

Reasons for the Ban in Illicit Production of Local Gin (Akpeteshie) 

The abolition of the European liquor trade with West Africa received some 

forms of set-backs. Olorunfemi (1984) argued that, towards the end of the 
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nineteenth century, the liquor trade in West Africa was at the focus of an intense 

debate between two pressure groups, namely, the anti-liquor crusaders and the 

liquor merchants.
93

 

The anti-liquor crusaders were made up of the Manchester chamber of 

commerce and the London based humanitarian societies who condemned the 

liquor traffic and claimed that, the liquor trade had led to the widespread of 

drunkenness.
94

 On the other hand, the liquor merchants regarded the trade in spirit 

useful as a result of the monopoly they played and therefore viewed the crusade 

against liquor trade as a major impediment to European trade in West Africa.
95

 

Dumett (1994) supported this argument and cited an earlier campaign in 1880’s for 

the abolition of the trade by the Native race and Liquor traffic committee and the 

Aborigines Protection society who made it their task to gather mass information 

pertaining to the importation of American and European gin, rum and Whiskey.
96

  

Nonetheless, Olorunfemi (1984) and Dumett (1994) similarly agree that, the 

trade could be equated to slave trade because the anti-liquor crusaders were 

commonly the humanitarians who were missionaries and had advocated for the 

abolition of the slave trade. Furthermore, these missionaries upon gathering 

information about the trade also equated it to slave trade and advocated for 

moderation in drinking through a temperate movement. Dumett (1994) stated that 

these Christian moralists termed it as “demon rum” and equated the trade in liquor 

to the slave trade.
97

 But Olorunfemi (1984) argued that, British firms such as F. 

and A. Swanzy, the Miller Brother’s and John Holt Company defended the trade as 

a necessary concomitant of legitimate trade and was of less evil as the abolitionist 

portrayed.
98

 Bearing in mind the importance of the liquor trade to the British 

colonial government with its colonies, it became difficult to totally extinguish the 

imports of liquor therefore Olorunfemi (1984) commented that, until 1890’s, 

attempts that were made were purely on “humanitarian grounds” to check large 

importation of European liquor into West Africa and this proved unsuccessful.
99

  

In Gold Coast illicit gin which was akpeteshie became a leading drink in the 

early 1920s after imported liquor became expensive. Gold coasters were able to 

produce their own different type of liquor which was not different from the 
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indigenous palm wine but was different in tastes and stronger than that of the 

indigenous drinks.
100

 In 1919, akpeteshie was termed “illicit “because it was illegal 

and British efforts were directed to banning it production.
101

 Prior to this some 

restrictions on imported liquor were introduced based on missionary and 

humanitarian advocates in British West African countries. In Gold Coast, the local 

chiefs, educated elites and missionary societies made alliances with the British 

colonial government to introduce restrictions on liquors by, increasing retail 

license fee on spirits from twenty euros to sixty euros, limited the hours on the 

sales of liquor and banned the sale of spirit on credit.
102

 Nevertheless, 

Akyeampong (1994) further claims that, this did not deter Gold Coaster from 

having access to liquor but rather gave room for the distillation of illicit liquor.
103

 

Another reason for the ban of illicit gin cited by Akyeampong (1994) was 

the colonial government rhetoric argument that the gin was harsh and detrimental 

to the health of the people.
104

 Akyeampong (1994) mentioned that, the people felt 

it to be an excuse since the government was concerned about a decrease in revenue 

because illicit gin was cheaper than the imported gin.
105

 Regions responsible for 

the distillations were the urban areas which were Secondi, Accra, Takoradi, Cape 

Coast and Axim and some rural areas.
106

 Furtherance, stricter restrictions to 

prohibit the production of akpeteshie and efforts by the police did not deter 

culprits.
107

  

On the other hand, Robin (2016) further indicated that the discovery of palm 

oil in the nineteenth century as an export product to Europe and Northern Africa 

could contribute to the revenue of the colony therefore the felling of trees for palm 

gin could hinder production of palm oil in Gold Coast.
108

 He further raised the 

concern of the colonial government in relation to the cause of desertification as a 

result of felling of palm trees to tap palm the wine for the production of akpeteshie 

to urban centers in Cape Coast.
109

 Another argument raised by Robins (2016) was 

that, illicit palm gin became an alternative for imported liquor because it was tax- 
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free and lucrative as compared to imported liquor.
110

 The British government and 

the educated elites were much concerned with environmental hazards as early as 

1909.
111

 This led to the “dessicationist” theory by the colonial government to 

reserve palm trees.
112

 According to Robin (2016), illicit gin served as an anti-

commodity to the production of some other vital products such as cocoa and oil 

palm in Gold Coast.
113

 

The ban of distilled alcohol can be associated with the liquor traffic in Africa 

including Gold Coast. This included the treaty signed at Saint Germain convention 

on 10
th

 September, 1919. This sort to control trade in spirits by determining what 

beverages could be considered as trade spirits and also to ban illicit alcohol 

production in Africa. Various writers raised argument on the reasons for the ban of 

illicit production of alcohol and these were the injurious nature of distilled alcohol, 

humanitarian reasons raised by missionaries, desertification as a result of the 

felling of trees for palm gin and demand for oil palm in Europe. Nonetheless, the 

arguments made by the literatures reviewed had failed to depict how these factors 

have affected the socio-cultural changes that might have occurred in Kumasi. 

Therefore, extensive research must be conducted to fill the gaps. It is on these 

bases this research was conducted. 

Data presentation and Interpretation of the findings 

This section contains a qualitative narration of data that was collected based 

on secondary sources. Secondary source included books, newspapers, and journal 

articles. Primary sources included oral interviews and archival reports such as 

colonial reports from the public records office in Kumasi and also from the 

national archives in Accra. It also took into consideration the objectives in chapter 

one and arrived with four themes. These were the consumption and impacts of 

imported liquor in Kumasi, the consumption and impact of local gin (akpeteshie) 

in Kumasi, government and colonial policies on illicit production of local gin 

(akpeteshie) and the impact of distilled liquor in the socio-cultural development of 

the Kumasi. 
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The Consumption and Impact of Imported Liquor  

The Atlantic trade in the sixteenth century through to 1850 when the Danes 

left Gold Coast witnessed trade in several commodities.
114

 The importation of rum 

and especially schnapps and gin increased after the ending of the Trans-Atlantic 

slave trade.
115

 Changes in the economy of the second half of the nineteenth century 

brought imported goods within the reach of a large section of West Africa. Liquor 

trade brought in spirituous liquors such as rum, brandy, schnapps and gin as 

currency in trade by chiefs. After the departure of the Dutch, Gold Coast became a 

British colony thereby annexing all the regions in the 1900’, including Asante who 

served as a continuous treat to the British.
116

 Prior to this, the Asante empire was 

the prevailing power as a result of war of conquest that allowed most state become 

vassal states to the Asante and also swore their allegiance to them.
117

 

However, the expanded accessibility of liquor as a result of the Atlantic trade 

had an impact on the ritual and social uses of alcohol.
118

 American rum became a 

central commodity in the trade with West Africa in the late seventeenth century. 

Rum imported in Gold Coast came in two different types and these were the 

colorless or white and brownish or golden color.
119

 These types of rum had distinct 

uses in performing rituals in Gold Coast. As a result of incessant warfare, rum was 

used to consult various war deities which were in existence.
120

 These war deities 

were believed to determine the outcomes of war therefore there was a need to 

consult them and also seek for protection.
121

 The people of Anglo-Ewe, upheld 

Nyibla that was the state’s war deity and the Adangme had Nadu and Kotoku as the 

center of their social and political lives.
122

 The King of Asante played a vital role 

since they were the dominant power, all war deities in his jurisdiction and their 

custodians reported to him.
123

 These war deities demanded the sacrifice of human 

blood or animals and most especially delighted in rum with the golden color that 

was described as kooko (red) because it also had the color of blood.
124

This 

depicted that, imported liquor was not only for the consumption of Gold Coasters 
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but played the role as a medium of connection between them and their war deities 

who had the mandate to determine the outcomes of war. Aside this, most chiefs 

and elders also focused on the medicinal benefit of the gin and rum which was 

taken with roots of some herbs.
125

 This was effective in curing certain ailment such 

as digestive problems, urinary problems and also effective in curing bites of 

venomous snakes and scorpions.
126

 

 Another point worth noting was that, imported liquor became a symbol, of 

power and prestige hence, played a role in the political and social hierarchies since 

those noted for drinking them were seen as wealthy.
127

 Pouring of liquor down the 

throat of a diseased during funerals and offering them to an indigenous priest were 

some cultural practices that involved the use of imported liquor.
128

 Dumett 

discerned in his article two fold uses of European liquor which were, for rituals 

and festivals.
129

 These two fold uses depicted the consumption of liquor in that, 

during funerals, commercial distilled liquor was poured as libation and large 

amounts were consumed after the together with drumming and dancing.
130

 Birth 

rites, puberty rites, marriage rites and death rites which had various ceremonies 

performed witnessed the use and consumption of imported liquor. The Adae 

festival of Asante was also commemorated with a bottle of distilled liquor and 

libation was poured to call on the spirits of previous chiefs and ancestors for 

strength and guidance in the future.
131

 

Political, judicial and legal contracts involved the use of liquor and most 

especially rum was used among assembled witnesses and this served as a binding 

force between the witnesses so they would uphold the validity of an issue.
132

 It 

consumption by these witnesses was a symbolic gesture to seal legal or business 

contracts.
133

 But prior to these, it was unusual for a farmer or middleman returning 

from the coast to bring more than one or two bottles of liquor with him. 

Documentary sources had it that, the weight and high cost of head porterage 
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hindered the bulk distribution of commercial liquor to the reach of the protectorate 

and Asante.
134

 Large volumes of commercial distilled liquors were sold in towns 

of the coastal belt where the population was dense in the colony and also among 

fishing and laboring classes of Elmina, Cape Coast, Salt pond, Anomabo, 

Winneba, etc.
135

 However, bulk transportation occurred within the period 1875 to 

1910 as a result of railway transport to mining enclaves in the states of Wassa and 

South western Asante.
136

 The number of Europeans that resided in the mining 

areas rose significantly after 1903, 2000 Europeans lived in Gold Coast and Asante 

from 1910 to 1930 of whom some were employed by mining companies.
137

 

Therefore, the number of liquor transported on railway into Tarkwa, Obuasi and 

Kumasi were 1,905 tons valued £17470 and were shipped in 1908.
138

 These roads 

were constructed for colonial purposes and Howard identified three types of roads 

which were in order of priority namely, feeder roads to railway, trade roads and 

political roads built to facilitate administration.
139

 The railway generated a bulk of 

revenue for the colonial government and by 1920 the duties collected at Secondi 

on goods passing to Asante was £34,660.
140

 

By the latter end of the 19th century, European colonial imposition in West 

Africa brought about the seizure of wars and Britain resentment towards liquor 

trade by foreign nations such Germany and America brought an end in the trade in 

German schnapps and American rum after World War I.
141

 Dutch schnapps and 

gin stepped in by the early twentieth century to play cultural and ritual roles in 

Gold Coast but rum did not disappear from the scene entirely.
142

 It could however 

be concluded that, imported liquor were largely incorporated into the ritual uses of 

the Asante in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth centuries. Therefore, 

Dumett further indicated that it would be difficult to estimate the amount of 

European distilled liquor which may have been consumed strictly for social 

purpose.
143

 Nevertheless, the introduction of a foreign drink gave way for some 

form of monopoly especially by the male elders in the society.
144

 This however, 
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led to an ideology of the consumption of imported liquor among the powerful. 

Women and young men were not allowed to take in alcohol and religions such as 

Christianity and Islam restricted some Gold Coasters from taking in alcohol. 

After Gold Coast was declared a British colony, the means of financing the 

colony had become a problem which needed a solution.
145

 However, since alcohol 

had been imbibed into the cultural and religious arena of the people this served as 

a solution to financing the colony. Custom duties on imported alcohol became the 

central role for financing the colony.
146

 Alcohol revenues were not only used in the 

Gold Coast, but also in Nigeria by the British colonial government.
147

 Prior to this, 

the attempt to levy the poll tax in Gold Coast failed because, the British ignored 

the concession for internal development and refused to pay the agreed earnings to 

the chiefs who assisted in the tax collection.
148

 The urgent need to finance the 

colony by the British administration in the second half of the century led to 

increasing imports of spirits thereby, making alcohol duties one of the most 

important constituents of the colonial government.
149

 Amid 1883 and 1895, nine 

million gallons of liquor were imported into Gold Coast and documentary 

evidence indicated that, they were absorbed into the traditional religious cultural 

system.
150

 The higher alcoholic content together with the cheapness of European 

liquor unquestionably accounted for its increase and popularity within the 

period.
151

 Furthermore, an important conduit of influence by imported liquor was 

the European commerce and wage-labor employment that provided opportunities 

for young men to earn cash between 1875 and 1910.
152

 This led to the migration of 

young men to coastal towns and the development of some towns by the colonial 

government which called for the emergence of another pattern of social 

drinking.
153

 Retail prices of gin in the coastal towns were 1s 3d for a glass and 3d 

per glass for rum, notwithstanding, some merchants diluted some imported liquor 

with water before it was sold.
154
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Year Import 

Duties 

Liquor 

Duties 

Railway 

Revenues 

Total 

Revenue 

% of liquor 

contribution 

1910 610,602 384,538 248,981 1,006,633 38 

1911 663,071 421,970 294,650 1,111,632 38 

1912 735,470 470,144 329,399 1,230,850 38 

1913 779,593 502,429 357,329 1,301,566 39 

Table 1 Contribution of Custom Duties Including Liquor Revenues, and Railway Revenues 

to Total Government Revenue, Gold Coast 1910-1913
155

 

Liquor duties were contributing almost 40 per cent prior to World War I to 

the total revenue of the colonial government. From the table, the government 

leading sources of revenue came from railway revenues and custom duties on 

alcohol. Retail and whole sale license for spirits, wine and beer also contributed 

roughly 4 per cent of the total revenue.
156

 These retailers were bar owners who 

entertain customers of all kind be it a European or Gold Coaster. With an interview 

with S.Y Asomani he mentioned that;
157

 

Since I opened my bar the patronage was high and all sorts of people came 

to drink and have a good time. Prices were affordable and in a day I could sale 

roughly for four crates of different liquor… 

 Consumption rose from the period of 1890 to 1910 and this was as a result 

of the economic change that occurred. These changes were associated with 

diversification and the expansion of Gold Coast exports.
158

 These export 

commodities included rubber, cocoa and gold. Furthermore, the mining sectors 

such in Obuasi and Tarkwa were developed mechanized mining was introduced.
159

 

When the greatest change took place, export from the Gold coast rose by 625 

percent.
160

 This greatly led to a tremendous increase in cash earnings by peasant 

who depended on subsistence cultivation and also led to the creation of work for 

the youth who decided to migrate to the urban areas in search of jobs.
161

 The 

massive change did not only lead to the demand of imported liquor but also 

demand for other consumer goods and imported merchandize.
162

 However, the 
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pleasure coupled with the status a host might receive for serving rum or schnapps 

on a formal event further encourages people to increase their earnings.
163

  

Nevertheless, from 1919, record of liquor traffic in Africa led to the Saint 

Germain international convention on liquor which sought to reduce the liquor 

traffic in African colonies.
164

 This led to the ban of “trade spirit” and each colonial 

government was left to define what trade spirits were.
165

 Dutch gin and Geneva 

which were cheap and affordable to the people were banned and replaced with 

British whisky.
166

 However, British whiskey received low patronage because it 

was expensive and moreover, people had come to enjoy Dutch gin, rum and 

schnapps which had been incorporated into the ritual and social arena of the 

southern and interior people in Gold Coast.
167

 This greatly affected the colonial 

government revenue and as a result of this they readmitted Dutch spirits. 

Akyeampong indicated that, the Gold Coast colonial government justified the rival 

of liquor revenue by linking them to the need for internal development as argued 

earlier in the 1850’s.
168

 Governor Fredrick Gordon Guggisberg from 1919- 19127 

initiated his ten-year development plan which also largely depended on internal 

source for revenue and these sources included custom duties of which spirits were 

the leading contributor.
169

 Alexander Ransford Slater who also continued from 

1927-1932 however reverted to commerce and other extractive industries such as 

mining and neglected the socio- economic infrastructure of Gold Coast.
170

 He also 

depended on liquor for revenue and implemented government liquor policies that 

affected the economy and the population at large. His administration did not 

portray any development even though there was increase in liquor revenues, this 

created the strong impression among the chiefs and educated elites that peoples 

demand for liquor were being exploited.
171

 Educated elite that came from 

educational background and held legislative representation in the colonial 

government called for a commission of inquiry into the consumption of spirits in 

the Gold Coast.
172

 The commission submitted its reports in 1930 and 
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recommended that, importation of gin should be gradually prohibited by means of 

reduction in imports over a 10-year period and also, duties on all spirits are 

increased.
173

 The consumption of imported liquor indeed declined between 1909 

and 1929, as shown in Table 2, and the colonial government had to seek other 

alternatives to fund the colony.
174

 However, in the attempt to control liquor 

consumption, it led to the emergence of the production of illicit gin (akpeteshie).
175

 

The duties on spirit imported into Gold Coast was increased gradually from 2s 6d 

in 1897 to 27s 6d in 1929 partly to raise revenue and also to limit the demand for 

imported liquor.
176

  

                      Gold Coast (imported)            Britain (Home and Imported) 

Year Gal.proof Per head Gal. Proof Per head 

1909 * * 31,063,000 0.70 

1913 835,780 0.68 31,794,000 0.70 

1928 484,600 0.26 12,067,000 0.27 

1929 302,282 0.16 12,037,000 0.27 

Table 2. Spirit consumption in the Gold Coast and Britain, 1901-1929 

*Not available 

Source: Gold Coast, Report of inquiry regarding the consumption of spirits and 

Emmanuel Akyeampong, The State and Alcohol Revenue: Promoting “Economic 

Development” in Gold Coast, 1919 to Present (social history), 402.  

 It was worth noting that, the influence of European liquor affected the 

social, political and economic spheres of Asante. However European liquor was 

viewed as a symbol of modernity and its cheap prices before the 1929 allowed the 

elderly in the society loss their monopoly to give way to a new form of social 

drinking that was rampant. Economically, it could be concluded that the colonial 

government depended on imported liquor in the attempt to strengthen the colony 

and generate internal revenue for development. However, the large amounts of 

imported liquor changed the status quo which allowed the society to embrace a 

kind of life that undermines the traditional setting of the people. 

The Consumption and Impact of Local Gin (Akpeteshie) 

Akpeteshie was a drink produced from palm wine however, and after the turn 

of the century, Gold Coasters came to imbibe this drink, which was not known 
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before the period of European impact.
177

 Production began on a large scale after 

the imposition of unusually high restrictive tariffs on imported spirit by the 

colonial government in 1929. This was a harsh drink believed to be highly potent 

and harsh in taste therefore, the need arose to ban it production.
178

 A laboratory 

analysis in 1930 revealed that, as much as 24 grains of zinc and copper in a gallon 

of spirit however, distillation of akpeteshie threatened the colonial government 

finances, raised the specter of crime and disorder and also contributed as a menace 

to public health because of it unrefined nature and harmful content.
179

 

From the 1930’s, akpeteshie production quickly became a lucrative industry 

in an era of economic depression, incorporating extensive production and retail.
180

 

Women in the urban areas took advantage of production to earn some cash for 

themselves and to support their husbands and women in the rural areas also 

smuggled them into towns at night to give to retailers.
181

 Furthermore, some came 

to town to explore new retail outlets. It cheapness made it a drink for commoners 

and laborers involved in manual work patronized it as a result of it invigorative 

appeal.
182

 

The consumption of akpeteshie promoted the cutting down of trees. This was 

because the making local gin was made from palm wine from the palm tree and the 

local gin demanded the removal of trees to be able to tap the liquid.
183

 This posed a 

problem to the colonial government as palm trees were cut to promote 

desertification and a decline in palm oil production.
184

 An important point worth 

noting was that, in the twentieth century, a series of chemical findings and 

technological improvements reshaped the fat and oil industry making it possible to 

produce edible palm oil for the world market.
185

 The production of palm wine 

threatened the export of oil palm as palm tree owners were willing to exchange 

their farms to produce palm wine which was in high demand.
186

 Furthermore, palm 

wine was untaxed and sale meant less tariff revenue from exported oil palm and 

imported liquor.
187

 Palm trees were transformed into rum and gin through process 
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of commodification and market exchange.
188

 Since palm wine and akpeteshie 

became domestically produced it became popular on the local market hence, 

reshaping the economic environment.
189

 This meant that, merchant now had to 

compete with local producers and consumers of the drink for a share on the local 

market.
190

 Buyers of palm oil and kernel were also affected because they not only 

had to compete with local consumers of palm oil and kernel but also with those 

who drank for a share of oil palm resources. Oral interviewed indicated that some 

supplies of palm wine came from villages such Adeaso, Kofiase, Amangoase, 

Bepomu and Tekyamanteng and retailers received them already tapped from the 

tree and ready to be sold.
191

 Also, palm wine was sold for all sort of occasion and 

was affordable.
192

 One finding indicated that, the patronage of palm wine was as a 

result of it medicinal capability to cleanses the body system.
193

 

Educated gentlemen or elite of the period however frowned upon consumers 

of akpeteshie. From its origins, distilleries, retailers and consumers were regarded 

as low class and filthy people and this was because, the drink made a pungent 

smell and people avoided the company of akpeteshie patrons. As a result of this, 

educated elite who were viewed to be wealthy in the society still patronized 

imported liquor even though they were expensive and this contributed to the 

development of social classes. Therefore, imported liquor were seen as a symbol 

of social status and prestige as compared to illicit gin that was viewed to be 

unhygienic. The cultural norm of women and young men taking alcohol was 

broken as a result of the temperate measures taken to ban the consumption of 

alcohol. Local gin further became the other of the day and replaced the imported 

liquor.  

Colonial and Local Governments actions against the Consumption of 

Imported Liquor and Local Gin (Akpeteshie) 

Colonial government necessity to raise funds to administer the colony 

enhanced the need to depend on internal strategies hence the imposition of custom 

duties on imported liquor in the second half of the nineteenth century. Increasing 

imports on spirits quickly made alcohol duties one of the most significant elements 

of the colonial government finances. However, it encouraged an increase in 
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consumption causing liquor traffic because of an increase in demand. The need 

arose to reduce the liquor traffic in British West Africa colonies, therefore, in 

1919, the Saint Germain convention with Britain as the pioneer raised the 

minimum tariffs on European liquor imported in Africa.
194

 The convention banned 

“trade spirits” and outlawed the commercial distillation of spirits in African 

colonies. However, the convention left it to each colony to outline what is 

considers “trade spirit”.
195

 

Preceding that, Saint Germain convention in 1919, in 1890, an international 

convention at Brussels prohibited European liquor to areas without a previous 

history of liquor consumption and this included the Northern territories of the Gold 

Coast.
196

 This idea of prohibition zone was proposed by Britain, aside this, there 

were also efforts by British temperance societies who viewed the trade in liquor as 

harmful and called for abolition.
197

 Other conferences were convened in 1899 and 

1912 to imposed higher tariffs on spirits with 5s 6d a gallon by 1912.
198

 The 

campaign for abolition of liquor trade to Africa were the native race and liquor 

traffic committee united committee formed in the late 1880’s and the Aborigines 

protection society who made it their task to gather masses of information largely 

relating to the importation of American and European gin, whiskey and brandy 

into West Africa and it consequence on individuals.
199

 These anti-liquor crusaders 

upon their findings alleged that, the volumes of liquor unloaded by merchants on 

the coast each year were enormous.
200

 Additionally, since the volumes of liquor 

imported were in large quantities, it had led to regular drinking and intoxication 

leading to addiction.
201

 They also alleged that the consumption of European spirits 

led to the rise in immorality, crime and violence.
202

 Also, regular drinking had 

reduced large number of men to state of inabilities and laziness which ceased 

useful commerce and hindered economic development.
203

 Aside these, Dumett 

also mentioned that, other influencing factors such as vocal temperance 

movements based in Gold Coast and Britain and also Britain’s subscription to 
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international conventions further enhanced the aim to curtail European liquor 

traffic in Africa.
204

 

On the other hand, an indigenous or local temperate existed among the 

Asante to curtail the consumption of imported liquor and this was led by chiefs 

and male elders who endorsed the use of alcoholic drinks in religio-cultural 

framework but stressed on moderation in social drinking.
205

 European missionary 

activities also played a role in embarking on temperate movements. By so doing, 

26 missionaries and temperate societies came together to form the Unites 

Committee for the protection of demoralization of the Native Race by the liquor 

traffic in the 1880’s and was presided over by the Duke of Westminster and 

chaired by the Bishop of London.
206

 However, missionary temperate movements 

were not uniform in seeking prohibition. For instance, Wesleyan missionaries in 

1914 sort for moderation of consumption but not a total prohibition, also, in 1920, 

other missions such as the Scottish missions and Roman Catholic missions 

excluded wine and beer from their demand of prohibition.
207

 This was associated 

with some of their doctrines especially the use of alcohol in communion. 

From 1928, alliance by the local chiefs, missionaries and educated elites who 

were part of the legislative council succeeded in pressuring the colonial 

government to introduce restrictive liquor laws that increased retail license of 

imported liquor fee from £20 to £60, reduced the hours for the sale of spirits and 

prescribed the sale of spirits on credit.
208

 This action however, reduced the number 

of license by 52 percent in the first six months of 1929.
209

 Temperate movement 

further achieved positive results in 1930 when a commission of inquiry 

recommended that importation of gin be gradually abolished by means of 

progressive reduction in imports over a ten-year period.
210

 Therefore, import duty 

on potable spirit was raised 21.8 percent from 27s 6d in 1928 to 33s 6d in June 

1930.
211

 As early as 1909, colonial officials expressed concern about the felling of 

trees for palm wine, with the cheap Dutch rum and gin banned in 1919 at the Saint 

Germian convention, there arouse a new form of liquor.
212

 This was the illicit 

production of local gin produced from palm wine or sugar cane. Prior to that, 
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temperate attempts were made to convince the colonial government to reduce the 

liquor traffic through the increase on liquor tariffs to deter continuous increase in 

spirit imports. 

Complains about cutting trees for palm wine gained colonial attention after 

the liquor ban. The acting governor, J.C Maxwell sort for an action in consultation 

with Britain and Gold Coast staff and experts identified a palm tree belt, hence a 

forest reserve scheme was proposed.
213

 This however called for a legislation 

making it compulsory on all owners of oil palm groves to reserve a maximum of 

one third and a minimum of one-fifth of their holdings.
214

 In Asante, the 

commissioner seconded the plan, however, this was because, most of Asante was 

outside the palm tree belt, but officers in districts with high concentration of oil 

palm fervently opposed the forest reserve.
215

 Vigorous prosecution and the 

imposition of heavy fines were also meted out to culprit caught in illicit production 

of akpeteshie.
216

 

Even though akpeteshie was a harmful drink, it became difficult for the 

colonial government to ban. This was because imported liquor became expensive 

as a result of the Saint Germain Convention and temperate movement as compared 

to akpeteshie which was much cheaper and lucrative. Also, the international 

convention regulating liquor traffic to the African colonies limited the extent to 

which Britain could reduce tariffs on imported liquor. Therefore, the lowest duty 

under the Saint Germain convention that the colonial government could levy on a 

gallon of imported gin was 24s in 1936 and this was not adequately low to contend 

with akpeteshie.
217

 Furthermore, World War II in 1939 and military demands on 

shipping space, reduced liquor import into Gold Coast as compared to the huge 

imports that were first imported into the colony.
218

 However, the colonial 

government considered legalizing akpeteshie by revising the Saint Germain 

convention and sort for consideration on how to legalize illicit gin. Therefore, a 

proposal was made to legalize illicit production of liquor by the colonial 

government and this proposal was supported by the district commissioners of 

Bekwai, Sunyani, Mampong and Kumasi. The district commissioner of Kumasi 

further commented that:
219
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I have the honor to inform you that, I welcome the proposal to legalize the local 

distillation of spirits, in order that some control may be exercised over the practice 

which cannot be prevented in this country. 

He further recommended that: 

The method of control, however, as outlined in the proposed legislation, is I think 

open to criticism. I do not think the Native Authorities and the local Authorities should 

be empowered to grant licenses to distill and fix the quantities to be distilled, and to 

prescribe standards of quality. This would I think, put control at too low a level, even 

allowing for the overriding instructions and limitations which would be imposed by the 

Chief Commissioner. In my opinion, it is the duty of the Central Government to decide 

what quantities of spirit should be distilled, as well as imported, in the Gold Coast and 

to say where it should be distilled, and to prescribe standards of quality. Local courts 

might be given powers to try cases of breaches of the liquor laws, and Local Authorities 

should be encouraged to try to prevent illegal distilling… 

 Hence, in October 1942 the cabinet accepted in principle for the local 

distillation of spirit but however maintained that production be done by a 

government agency. Although, the colonial government approved the private 

distillation of local gin, distillation by the government remained unresolved 

because undertaking such an action would be bitterly opposed by missionaries. 

The Impact of Distilled Liquor on Socio-Cultural Development 

In the Asante kingdom, alcohol was not to be taken lightly because, it served 

as a means by which the living communicated with the ancestral spirit.
220

 It was 

also believed to bring the living closure to the dead especially when libation was 

poured to seek or to make a request from their deities.
221

 T.C McCaskie on his 

account dating 1817 provided that, King Osei Tutu Kwame ordered a large 

quantity of rum to be poured into a brass pan at various part of the town and the 

crowed passing by would be drinking, however, the day after, normality restored 

and severe punishment were meted out to those engaged in public drunkenness.
222

 

From the early twentieth century urbanization and the growth of the market 

economy disrupted the socio-cultural framework in which alcohol had traditionally 

been consumed.
223

 The booming economy of 1920 was conducive especially for 

Kumasi which was located at the peak of the cocoa economy.
224

 Young men used 
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cash earnings from labor and trade to purchase imported alcohol bypassing elites 

controlled organizations and elders who regulated opportunities to consume 

alcohol.
225

 In addition, the rise of bars and night clubs facilitated the individualistic 

consumption of alcohol free from the control of elders.
226

 The emergence of social 

classes dominated the scene as the adoption of a European live style made one 

more “civilized” and elevated one’s status. The emerged modern elite life style in 

the town provided fertile grounds for social experiment among rural immigrants. 

Traditional ceremonies incorporated the use of imported liquor in performing 

certain rites whiles chiefs and elders required presents of foreign drinks. Dutch gin 

and schnapps came to be appreciated than palm wine because it signified 

modernity and portrayed those who were wealthy could afford. Modernity was 

depicted as an European way of life and palm wine became known as a rural drink 

and akpeteshie though cheap was also regarded as a drink for low-class or 

commoners who could not afford any better drink.
227

 

During World War I, the stationary of foreign troops in towns and the need 

to entertainment these troops allowed people to brace an elite urban culture in 

which, European life style drinking bars, dancing, band and comic opera became 

central.
228

 Drinking bars entrenched the concept of leisure space which began in 

the urban cities but later spread to other towns.
229

 These bars served as places 

where one could purchase tots of alcohol without any restrains, however, this 

proved to be a threat to the social order because the youth in some situations 

refused to accept the authority of the chiefs and elders.
230

 Bersselar (2011) argued 

this general rise in consumer purchasing power occurred alongside a rapid 

urbanization and this contributed to the gradual decline of colonial and kinship 

constrains on liquor consumption.
231

 A significant point further worth noting was 

that, large merchant’s firms that used to retail spirits withdrew from retailing and 

their place was taken by much greater number of smaller African enterprises.
232

  

Distilled liquor, whether imported liquor or akpeteshie, had a tremendous 

impact on the socio-cultural development of Asante due to the European influence 

and life style. Changes in cultural patterns depicted the adoption of a foreign way 
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of life which undermined the ritual uses of distilled liquor. Moreover, colonial 

government in the quest to raise funds to administer the colony relied heavily on 

custom duties on imported liquor and that increased its demand and brought 

differences between people who drunk fermented alcoholic drinks such as palm 

wine as well as illegal distilled liquor and the ones who drunk relative expensive 

branded drinks which were Dutch gin, rum and schnapps. 

 Akpeteshie on the other hand, thrived when temperance interest succeeded 

in pressing colonial government into raising tariffs on imported liquor in 1930. 

Even though measures were taken to prohibit illegal distillation it remained 

unresolved because the colonial government which was Britain had to deal with 

the world crises of a world- wild economic depression. Therefore, Urban and rural 

workers’ inability to afford imported gin became the patrons of akpeteshie which 

reinforced an emerging popular culture. This new way of life elevated classes in 

the society where those who could afford the expensive European liquor were 

branded as middle class and the educated elite and on the other hand the 

commoners who could afford akpeteshie which was cheaper and believed to have 

the intoxication potency as European whisky, gin, brandy or schnapps.  

Conclusion 

This section presents a summary of the findings and conclusion based on the 

data collected in the previous sections. It further highlights the socio-cultural 

developments that occurred in Kumasi from 1900-1930. Interviews, secondary 

data and primary data were used to identify the changes that occurred. 

It was revealed that, from the early twentieth century, urbanization and the 

growth of the market economy disrupted the socio-cultural framework in which 

alcohol had traditionally been consumed. However, distilled liquor came in two 

forms which were imported liquor and local gin (akpeteshie). Imported liquor 

referred to Dutch gin, schnapps, and rum which were exported from Europe. 

Akpeteshie, however emerged as a result of the increase in prices of imported 

liquor and temperance movement were made by missionaries and the colonial 

administration in an attempt to control the African liquor traffic. 

Prior to that, palm wine served as the traditional drink in performing 

traditional rites and alcohol was limited to the consumption of chiefs and elders in 

the community. Women were not allowed to take in alcohol and the youth were 

also restrained from drinking. Furthermore, alcohol was massively used for rituals 

and it was believed to serve as a link between the physical and spiritual world. 

War deities delighted in rum that was mixed with the blood of human beings or 



Philosophy, Social and Human Disciplines 2017 vol. I 

88 

animals as these sacrifices determined the outcome of wars in the Asante 

Kingdom. However, the annexation of Gold Coast brought the Asante Empire 

under British influence and that allowed for some changes in the socio-cultural 

development of the community. First and foremost, it was revealed that, changes 

in the socio-cultural development of Kumasi could be associated with the 

dependency of the colonial government on internal sources to raise funds to 

administer the colony upon declaring Gold Coast as a British colony. Imported 

liquor played a major role in financing the colony through the introduction of 

custom duties. That, prompted large imports of European liquor especial Dutch 

gin, whiskey and schnapps at a cheap price and hence promoted high patronage. 

Therefore, liquor duties contributed to almost 40 percent of the colonial 

government prior to World War I. European liquor were then incorporated into the 

ritual practices of the community especially with indigenes who lived at the coast.  

Secondly, another major change was that, the cheapness of liquor coupled 

with the cash economy enhanced the purchasing power of the youth. Notable, 

railway enclaves constructed within the period under review further contributed to 

the transportation of European liquor into the interior part of Gold Coast of which 

Kumasi was not an exception. The early twentieth century witnessed 

diversification in the economy with rapid expansion in the exports of minerals 

such as gold and commodities such rubber and cocoa. That however, promoted the 

demand for labor for the development of rural town that were rich in mineral 

resource hence, the migration of the youth from the rural towns to colonial towns. 

Associated with this was the cheap nature of Dutch liquor, which promoted a new 

kind of social drinking contrary to the monopoly played by elders and chiefs in the 

rural areas. Indigenes became retailers of European liquor and the colonial 

government received licensed fees to fund the colony. Youthful migrants had the 

opportunity to earn money after being employed and this allowed them purchase 

alcohol which was free from any restrains of elders and chiefs.  

Another change worth noting was the emergence of social classes as a result 

of the influence of European culture. European culture depicted a modern way of 

life which demanded a level of education therefore, individuals who could afford 

imported liquor were seen to be prestigious and westernized. That led to the 

development of social classes which could be identified as high class individuals, 

middle class individuals and individuals of low class who were influence. The high 

class individuals were people who had received European education and portrayed 

a western way of life. Some of these people held positions in the legislative 

council. The middle class on the other hand were people who worked to earn 
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income and could afford European merchandise and also engage in social 

drinking, some were young migrants from rural towns who came to seek for jobs 

in urban areas. Nonetheless, the higher alcoholic content and the cheapness of 

European liquor at this period account for it increase in popularity among the high 

class Individuals and the middle class. That paved way for modern modes of 

drinking that was fashioned by the European way of life to slowly spread during 

the 1920’s. Akpeteshie, though emerged at the later end of the 1920’s encouraged 

illicit production of gin. Women became culprits of production and the low class 

or commoners of the society patronized it because it was cheap as compared to the 

Dutch gin and British whiskey. Interviews however indicated that, local gin 

received a transformation in relation to it taste. Local spices were added to it to 

make it appealing, however, the pungent scent and harsh taste made it difficult to 

receive patronage. Nonetheless, the alcoholic content was believed to measure up 

to the European liquor and most of all it cheapness encouraged individuals of low 

class to patronize the drink. This undermined the cultural beliefs of the uses of 

alcohol since the need for distilled liquor became rampant and people were willing 

to produce liquor similar to imported liquor. 

In addition, Palm wine gradually existed the scene with just a few people 

who enjoyed it. It was seen as a rural drink and more especially it became the 

source of producing akpeteshie. Farmers decided to turn their palm oil farms into 

the production of palm wine by cutting them down. Nonetheless, akpeteshie 

portrayed a popular culture as distribution channels were developed in urban 

towns. It was revealed that, production was done on a large scale in rural towns 

and transported at night since the colonial administration were strongly against it 

production. Measures such as payment of court fines and heavy sentences were 

meted out to culprit by the colonial government to prohibit production. Akpeteshie 

became a debate as to whether it should be legalized because the colonial 

government realized it was too late to amend various policies especially with the 

Saint Germain Convention. The government was then faced with legalizing it by 

regulating production. However, missionary efforts to suppress production 

disallowed the government from taking the necessary steps. Illicit production of 

gin significantly posed a challenge to the colonial government because this led to 

social disorder as people were willing to go against the colonial government 

amidst the treats from the government. These changes further posed a challenge to 

the cultural norms of alcohol as women who were expected by tradition to desist 

from taking alcohol served as producers. 
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In conclusion, it could clearly be indicated that the consumption of distilled 

liquor by the people of Kumasi was greatly influenced by colonialization. The use 

of imported liquor as revenue, the diversification of the economy into a cash 

economy, the influence of European education and way of drinking, and the 

migration of the youth greatly undermines the cultural norms and social values of 

alcohol. The string of kinship structures and traditional constrains that militated 

against over indulgence and aberrant behaviors were broken. Therefore, changes 

that occurred in Akan drinking patterns could largely be associated with the 

consequences of complex interactions between indigenous culture and external 

forces. Finally, the emergence of akpeteshie signified the extent of the impact of 

distilled liquor on Kumasi as the increased prices of imported liquor led to the 

production of illicit alcohol. 
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In the last decades, linguists at the “Ștefan cel Mare” University of 

Suceava have manifested an increased interest in the compared research of 

phraseology; the result of such interest consists in numerous books, dictionaries 

and studies involving the domain of phraseology in one or several languages.  

Lavinia Seiciuc brings a new direction to our joint research by adding 

Portuguese to our inventory of languages. After two decades of studies in 

Romance Linguistics, Seiciuc is now filling a void in lexicographic 

bibliography with her new Abridged Phraseological Dictionary, Portuguese-

Romanian. 

Portuguese has never been the main choice of language studies in 

Romania. Thirty years ago there were almost no means for someone to take on 

Portuguese, as almost no study materials were available on the market. Things 

have changed ever since, as more and more practical courses, grammars and 

dictionaries are published every year, but an idiom dictionary that translates 

idiomatic expression from Portuguese to Romanian was not available until 

now. 

Seiciuc has created an extremely useful tool for people who are interested 

in learning Portuguese, such as students, translators or mere aficionados. Her 

“abridged” dictionary counts no less than 8.000 fixed constructions, proverbs, 

idioms, locutions or usual collocations, excerpted from more than 60 fields of 

activity and human life. Each one is translated by the most appropriate 
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expression in Romanian, where available; constructions that have no equivalent 

phrase in Romanian are defined and explained in relation to the specific 

realities of the region they are used in. 

The range of the phrasemes extends from extremely high-specialized 

domains, such as medicine or informatics, to the most common collocations 

people use every day; some of the latter are somehow predictable, but what the 

norm admits, the use might be seen as odd, as norm helps us speak correctly, 

while use makes us speak properly. It might seem trivial perhaps, but for 

someone visiting Portugal or Brazil, knowing that sliced bread is pão de fatias 

might be important at some point, or if someone is trying a new pastry recipe in 

the kitchen, translating correctly açúcar amarelo to light brown sugar can 

make all the difference to the success of the meal. 

Some idiomatic phrases are not so transparent, so knowing their exact 

meaning might prove useful in concrete situations. A tourist in Portugal might 

be surprised to find out that someone living in Cascos de Rolha cannot be 

found easily, just by typing this toponym in the GPS system, for that person 

lives “in the middle of nowhere”. 

Proverbs are a defining part of the cultural reflection in language, so the 

dictionary also includes some very interesting samples of Portuguese 

paremiology. For instance, the proverb Deus tira os dentes, mas arreganha a 

goela (lit. “God pulls out the teeth, but opens the throat”) has a silver lining to 

it, since its meaning is that “When God closes a door, He opens a window”. 

Lavinia Seiciuc extends her research beyond Europe. Portuguese is the 

maternal language of more than 250 million people living on all continents, so 

this dictionary includes expressions from Portugal, Brazil, the Azores and 

Madeira Islands, from Angola and Mozambique, and also from the tiny islands 

of São Tomé and Príncipe. Again, someone might argue that such exotic places 

are well out of the reach of Romanian tourists or emigrants; but a well -

documented inventory of phrases that are typical to São Tomé and Príncipe will 

be very helpful for someone who would attempt a translation of, let’s say, 

Miguel Sousa Tavares’s Equador, a phenomenon novel and TV short series that 

have taken Europe by storm since the publication of the book in 2003. 

Over all, Lavinia Seiciuc’s Dictionary is a useful tool for a wide range of 

users: linguists, students, translators and mere tourists, due to its rich and well 

documented material. It will certainly be welcomed its counterpart, a dictionary 

that translates Romanian idiomatic constructions to Portuguese. 
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